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Abstract

The Australian Government is using many of its Department of Defence capabilities in 

operations abroad and at home. To achieve this, the Australian Defence Force (ADF) 

has increasingly relied on the capability of the Reserve Forces; in particular the Army 

Reserve (ARes). While demand for Reservists has increased, the overall force numbers 

have been decreasing. This creates problems not only in Defence capability but also in 

the quality of training, morale and attendance. Defence has conducted many surveys of 

serving Reservists to understand their motivations from a qualitative standpoint. It is the 

aim of this descriptive empirical phenomenological research, through the lived 

experience of the participants, to complement that work by understanding the 

experiences and perspectives of those experiencing military service in two part-time 

army organisations (Australia and the United Kingdom’s Territorial Army (TA)) in 

order to better inform Human Resource (HR) policy and practice within the Australian 

Army Reserve. 

A descriptive empirical phenomenological study was undertaken to understand the lived 

experiences of Reservists and Territorial Army members. Nine participants reflected on 

their motivations to join, their experiences of recruitment, training, and promotion, and 

some of their most enjoyable and least enjoyable aspects of Reserve service. A human 

resources (HR) lens was used to focus the literature and research data approaches. The 

data was analysed using a descriptive empirical phenomenological method. As a result, 

both the participant and researcher voice is presented. This is then referenced against 

the data, models and theories presented in the literature to identify consistencies and 

points of difference between past research and this approach. This study suggests that 

the psyche of Reservist motivation is unique by being a combination of both volunteer 

and part-time employee motivation.  

The conclusions drawn identify that most of the participant Reservists experienced 

service through both a volunteer perspective (value for time) and through an employee 

perspective (value for money); this in turn influences Reservists’ retention. HR practice 

in the Army focuses on the employee motivation of Reservists. As a result, developing 
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HR policies and practices that considers the volunteer motivations of Reservists as well 

may enhance retention. The richness of the phenomenological results points to a 

worthwhile methodological strategy for future Reserve service research. 
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Disclaimer

This research has captured the lived experiences and perceptions of Reservists at a 

particular point in time, against a backdrop of policy, process and procedure that has 

subsequently changed since data gathering. Whilst all efforts have been made to present 

the data against the backdrop of the policy at the time, the findings of the research may 

have become more or less relevant due to changes in the Department of Defence’s 

thinking. In any case, this research gives the participating Reservists a voice. Their 

experience is likely to be different to other Reservists (including my own), Regular 

members and ex-serving members and other readers of this work.  

My own view of Defence and Reserve service is generally positive. I have my own 

experiences as a Reservist that has resulted in a long, enjoyable and continuing Reserve 

career. I have served both as a Reservist with a civilian career and studies underway, 

and I have also served for five years of full-time Reserve service. I have been deployed 

on multiple occasions and had the honour of leading Australian men and women on 

operations and at home.  

My greatest concern is that the reader will perceive that this research is an unnecessarily 

critical review of Defence approaches to Reservists and that this reflects my own 

opinion of Defence policy when viewed through the Human Resource lens. This is not 

the case. I am not personally disappointed with Defence’s approach to Reserve policy 

and am, as a whole, satisfied with the direction in which the Defence Force is heading, 

and of which the Reserve is a part.

That aside, improvement also comes from deep reflection, and this thesis attempts to 

provide a mirror of reflection on areas for improvement in a part of the organisation that 

is not generally well understood. This thesis represents a small number of Reserve 

voices highlighting what is known to them, what has been experienced by them and 

what Reserve service means or meant to them.  
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