
“SIGN ME UP FOR MILITARY SERVICE!”

Who in their right mind would think it is a good idea to walk into the Headquarters of the
Estonian Defence Forces and declare to its leaders that you are not human-centered enough and
you could really benefit from design thinking? The project “Sign me up for military service!”
within the public sector innovation programme is an excellent showcase for the symbiosis of
service design, innovation and best scientific knowledge.

The current precarious geopolitical situation has raised wide discussions about Estonia’s defence
capacity, but often these focus on either military technology or the strength of the allied forces.
There is more, however, behind the defence capability: Estonia practices a wide-scale defence
strategy where the reserve army plays an important role. The reservists receive their main training
during an 8-11 month long compulsory military service. The harsh statistics, not so widely known,
are that every 4th young man does not show up for the medical check-up for service, 40% of
reservists do not attend the regular reservist trainings. Only 10% of young men would sign up for
the military service were it voluntary. It is evident we can and need to raise the will to defend.

At the start of the project, the team conducted 30 in-depth interviews with young men who held
negative opinions of the military service. In addition, the team engaged in participant observation,
spending the first 3 days in the army with the new conscripts. A large variety of solutions was
created based on the insights gained in this phase.

INSIGHTS #1:
● Young men see the military service as a disruption in the realisation of their personal goals - you

need to put on pause your education, career, relationships as well as the long-awaited era of
independence.

● They experience being treated “as numbers, not individuals” within the large system - both
during the evaluations as well as in the army. They feel that nobody cares about your personal
problems, in the worst case you are treated as a liar. It is important to note that for many of them
this is their first interaction with the State.

● In reality, there does not exist the single stereotypical persona of an “evader” that the civil
servants held in mind and in contempt. Instead, many young people face obstacles that they are
unable to overcome on their own.

Solutions:
➢ With the recruiters at the Defence Resources Agency (DRA) we developed the concept of

confidant counselling and remodelled both their processes as well as guiding principles. Before
sending out the notice to appear in front of the medical committee, the consultant first contacts
the youth by phone, asks about his future plans and offers a choice of time slots to come to  the
check-up. This friendly and informal conversation allows discovering and addressing the
obstacles the person may have in relation to the service. These may include financial obligations,
contractual limitations such as rent agreements, responsibilities for care-taking of family
members or in families with low income and/or parents’ addiction problems etc. We also
developed a quick survey for the conscript and a guiding questionnaire for the consultant to help
open up worries or obstacles that might escalate during the army service. We can not assume
that the youth have enough knowledge of welfare, judicial systems etc., therefore the
consultants give advice and share contacts.
Together with the consultants we also established common principles on how to guarantee
privacy in the case of sensitive topics, including separate private consultations for those who
have severe fears or anxieties related to the service



➢ It is evident that the earlier the young men come to serve in the army, the less they have various
obstacles or obligations. We set a strategic goal to move towards a default whereby most young
men join the army right after finishing their secondary education. For this, we ran a small-scale
experiment with DRA inviting 12th graders to come to the medical check-up together – urging
them to come right after graduation as well as hoping to make use of the social urge to not miss
out. The test indicated that schools are a weak link in making this happen, so from now on, DRA
consultants will use their registries to invite students from the same schools on the same or
consecutive days.

INSIGHTS #2:
● Joining the military resembles a culture-shock, where the youth abruptly transfer from a

relatively informal and liberal society into a highly hierarchical system with strict rules and little
privacy.

● During the adjustment period, the new conscripts experience high levels of anxiety and
uncertainty that is overlooked by the military personnel. The trainings and lectures started right
away, when the conscripts’ psychological condition was not fit for receiving nor memorising such
an abundance of new information.

● It was surprising to notice that an organisation that highly values cooperation, had no systemic
approaches in the initial phase of building strong teams and establishing trust within the groups
– this is not of little importance, considering that Estonians and ethnic Russians serve
side-by-side in the Estonian military.

Solutions:
➢ Assuming that it is psychologically much easier to face uncertainty together with people you

know and trust, it is now possible to register to the military service together with a circle of
friends. This practice runs counter to the urban legend, that friends are intentionally separated in
the army bases. Also, when conscripts arrive at the base and are assigned to different units, they
are now encouraged to join people they know or are friends with.

➢ We proposed to redesign the first week of the military service and in the summer of 2022,
Week 0 was introduced all over the Defence Forces – a time to support a more rapid adjustment
period and build stronger teams. For the latter we developed a deck of cards containing
team-building and getting-to-know-each-other exercises, as well as discussion formats to share
experiences and tips.

➢ Together with the designer Hannes Praks we pondered how to support the domestication of
space in an environment where any personalisation is forbidden. In two companies, the
conscripts repainted the walls of their corridor on their 6th day in the army. The task was to
form pairs, measure and mark a 2-meter wide area, choose one colour tone out of three options
and paint the walls without any further instructions. While it is not feasible to repaint the walls
three times a year when new conscripts arrive, it did prove itself to be a great team-building
exercise.
In these same two companies, we attached to the bottoms of the upper bunk beds cardboards
titled “Notes about the service and to the arriving conscripts.” This was inspired by the
messages and symbols scratched underneath the beds. The conscripts who arrived in July 2022,
were met by an array of entries, recommendations and aphorisms by previous soldiers.

INSIGHTS #3:
● In the heart of the concept Will to Defend lie both the skills and the motivation to fight should

the need arise. Yet it is important to realise that between the training and actual need, may lie a
substantial time gap.



● Conscription service is essentially an educational programme and the military personnel who
conduct it, are essentially teachers – they could benefit a lot from effective and scientifically
proven teaching methods.

● The experiences from the military service will have a strong effect on the reservist’s motivation
to attend further trainings, and potentially the call to duty.

Solutions:
➢ We organised the first Design Sprint in the Estonian Defence Forces focused on the teaching

methods. The participants admitted that today the focus is getting the conscripts pass the
exams, while our strategic goal should be to aim for lasting and transferable skills and
knowledge. In addition, the learning environment is not overly tolerant of mistakes, which are an
essential component of the learning process. As a result of the Sprint, changes have been made
in the basic training process in several military units, however within the upcoming years the
Defence Forces intend to review all of their training programs with the aim of integrating
scientifically proven effective teaching methods.

➢ During the pilot project we collaborated with Grete Arro in organising a training for the military
staff of two companies teaching them how motivation works and helping them realise which
practices in the military support, and which kill motivation. In the spring of 2022, a framework
we proposed – Self-Determination Theory, the leading theory of human motivation – became
the central principle in the document that regulates the organisation of conscript service all
over the Estonian Defence Forces. In order to support the comprehension of this theory, we
produced a video training that was integrated into the training of military personnel in the
summer of 2022.

INSIGHT #4:
● Young men are unable to realise how the skills, knowledge or experiences of the military service

could be beneficial for them in their civil life. Sadly, it is the same for the potential employers.

Solution:
➢ We designed a prototype for the final diploma of the military service and tested it with

employers and recruiters. Their feedback helped to understand which information they look for
and value; also, how well they comprehend the military terminology that we had already
substantially modified for civil life. The Logistics Battalion has tested issuing this diploma,
helping to understand the further development needs for the standardisation of data and
technical requirements.
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