Soldier as a Sensor — putting the user at the core

Paper presentation for the Close Combat Symposium at the UK Defence
Academy, Shrivenham, July 2024

Abstract

The concept of "Soldier as a Sensor" has been discussed in defence circles for decades. However,
the reality is that most soldiers are currently not even digitally connected, much less functioning
as sensors. In 2024 most soldiers arrive at work with a smartphone and then deploy with the
equivalent of an analogue telephone.

Defence is still hardware constrained, like the tech sector was 30 years ago. Unlike other sectors
defence is yet to make the change and become software-enabled. Further, defence must learn from
the commercial sector and accept “mixed-fleets” of hardware and software and stop chasing the
fantasy that “one-size fits all” such as all soldiers having the same radio, all drones needing to
support a single common interface or that a single battle management application works from fire
team to Corps level.

In many sectors software is the competitive advantage, yet defence has largely been unable to
benefit. Instead of the outdated approach of setting up-front requirements, defence needs to focus
on iteratively putting working software in the hands of users. Taking a user-centric approach
that puts the soldier at the core is crucial to ensure that technological advancements enable battle
winning capability without increasing risk of failure by adding to the soldiers' burden or adding
complexity for complexity’s sake.

In our daily lives, we use smartphones and a vast array of apps (software) for technically complex
tasks. In contrast, defence uses exquisite equipment, needing extensive training to get basic
outcomes. The need for the change could not be more obvious. Defence needs to be data driven,
user centric and digitally enabled.

This paper:
e Explores the imperative for change within defence, identifying specific needs and proposing
solutions.
e Offers a rapid route towards a connected and efficient software-enabled defence
infrastructure.

¢ llluminates the path through global case studies and comparisons with non-defence sectors.
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