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Abstract

Given the fierce disagreements between the secular majority and the ultra-
Orthodox minority in Israel, and the fact that most of the ultra-Orthodox
leadership is still strongly opposed to military service, the “equal burden”
issue! is unlikely to be resolved in the coming years in a way that satisfies
either side. Currently, most ultra-Orthodox Israelis do not perform either
military service or alternative civilian service.

In fact, despite the many disputes over the conscription of ultra-Orthodox
Jews into the IDF, we have witnessed rapid and significant growth in the
number of soldiers from this sector in recent years, as well as an increase in the
number and range of service tracks offered to them. In 2015, approximately
2,450 ultra-Orthodox men enlisted into the IDF, compared with 1,280 in 2011.
So why do some ultra-Orthodox men choose to enlist in the Israel Defense
Forces (IDF)? What are their expectations regarding military service? And in
particular, what benefits do they derive from serving in various positions in
the military? Might the economic-employment benefits of military service
result in more members of this population enlisting in the IDF?

In light of these developments, the policy study presented here examines
the integration of young ultra-Orthodox soldiers into combat and non-combat
service frameworks, and seeks to identify the benefits these young men
gain from their military service. In view of the findings, the study proposes
innovative tools that can be used to better prepare ultra-Orthodox soldiers for
the labor market and civilian life. The study also offers recommendations on
tools for their recruitment, screening, assessment, and placement in the IDF,
with the goal of enhancing the quality of their military service in a range of
roles and tracks.

This research study examines the pre-enlistment choice to serve and the
personal, social, and occupational changes experienced by the ultra-Orthodox

1 This term refers to the notion that Israel’s ultra-Orthodox Jews, who have historically been
exempted from mandatory military service in order to engage in Torah study, should bear

an “equal burden” in terms of service to the state.
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soldiers after completing military service in the “Shahar” vocational/home-
front tracks for ultra-Orthodox men above the age of 21, and in the “Netzah
Yehuda” combat tracks for unmarried men aged 18-21. Thus, the main focus
of the study is on the stages before and after the ultra-Orthodox soldiers’
period of military service, rather than on the service itself.

The study takes a practical approach that attempts to bridge between
the labor market and associated government intervention programs, on the
one hand, and on the other, the role of military service frameworks that are
specially designed for ultra-Orthodox soldiers. Thus, the study refrains from
the conventional, values-based public and scholarly discussion regarding
how best to increase the number of ultra-Orthodox men enlisting in the IDF.

In order to gain a systematic and in-depth understanding of the issues
explored, we selected a combination of qualitative research methods. These
included in-depth personal interviews with around 30 ultra-Orthodox men,
divided into two groups: 15 interviewees prior to their military service, and
15 interviewees who had completed service in the IDF in various positions.
We also conducted focus groups, observations at recruitment conferences,
workshops for discharged soldiers, and more. To complete the qualitative
angle, we conducted expert interviews with officials engaged in promoting
and integrating young ultra-Orthodox men in the IDF. In addition, we
conducted a quantitative survey, limited in scope, which included 192 Netzah
Yehuda veterans.

Findings

The research findings indicate that ultra-Orthodox soldiers, particularly
those who are married and have children, view military service as a
preferred preparation track for the labor market. Military service is also
perceived by both married and unmarried ultra-Orthodox soldiers as a
path of personal empowerment, facilitating the development of abilities
and skills. In addition, and no less important, ultra-Orthodox IDF veterans,
especially those who served as combat soldiers, see military service as the
ultimate vehicle for entering Israeli society. In other words, alongside the
individualistic-utilitarian motives driven primarily by the need of married
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men to find employment and to gain work experience via military service,
some of the ultra-Orthodox enlistees are driven by patriotic-nationalist
motives—a desire to contribute to the general good and show solidarity with
Israeli society, without surrendering their unique ultra-Orthodox character.

Moreover, the study found that service in the military, particularly in
the Shahar tracks, is a powerful employment engine that helps these young
people successfully find employment and make a decent living: 80%—-90% of
them subsequently integrate well into the labor market. Additionally, military
service offers a refuge for young men (aged 18-22) from the margins of ultra-
Orthodox society, who were unsuccessful in their Torah studies in the world
of yeshivas and ultra-Orthodox educational frameworks—and particularly
combat service in field units. For these young men, the IDF offered a
framework that bolstered their personalities, skills, and abilities; serving in
the military restored their confidence in their ability to succeed as adults who
make a worthwhile contribution to their surroundings and to themselves.

Most veterans of the Shahar program, which is specifically designed to
prepare and train its soldiers for employment, have something of an advantage
over veterans of the Netzah Yehuda combat track in terms of employment
prospects. On the other hand, the general impression that emerges from this
study is that young veterans of the combat track absorbed and internalized
Israel norms and values that drew them much closer to general Israeli society,
and beyond the boundaries of the ultra-Orthodox community, compared with
the married veterans of the Shahar program.

Main research findings regarding the recruitment
of ultra-Orthodox men for military service and
preparing them for civilian life

Recruitment

The study found that the IDF is sometimes overly reliant on knowledge and
information from ultra-Orthodox NGOs and entities that are authentically
familiarity with the characteristics and needs of young ultra-Orthodox
men. This excessive dependence harms the IDF’s authoritative hierarchical
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structure vis-a-vis candidates for ultra-Orthodox service, and reduces the
flexibility it needs in order to achieve the best possible placement of ultra-
Orthodox recruits in military roles.

Screening and placement

Despite the IDF’s continual efforts to improve military screening tools
and to adapt its tests to the characteristics of the ultra-Orthodox public,
the screening used still fails to adequately reflect the talents, abilities, and
desires of all ultra-Orthodox candidates for service in the Netzah Yehuda and
Shahar tracks. Both internal IDF bodies and external entities are involved in
the recruitment and screening stages, and the administrative coordination
between them is deficient. This leads to superfluous overlap among IDF
officials.

Preparation for studies, work, and civilian life:
The “mission year” in the Netzah Yehuda track

The main tool for preparing Netzah Yehuda soldiers for civilian life is the
mission year: During their third year of service, the soldiers (most of whom
serve in combat roles) are supposed to complete their basic education in
preparation for matriculation exams, acquire vocational certification, and
prepare for academic studies.

Despite the program’s successes and achievements, the mission year
has suffered from organizational and command flaws, including: lack of
coordination between the responsible bodies and dispersion of command
authority; a serious shortage of command personnel; deficiencies in assisting
and guiding soldiers studying in civilian training programs and institutions
outsourced by the IDF; a lack of infrastructure and suitable military buildings;
and more.

The mission year has become a hybrid between a hierarchical military
framework with slack procedures and orders, and vocational and pre-
academic institutions of learning whose procedures and organizational
culture are civilian. Overall, the way the mission year is conducted raises
questions about the importance the IDF attributes to this essential stage

vi
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of training and preparation. These deficiencies, together with the fact that
the soldiers typically have low motivation for studies immediately after
completing the combat stage, do not allow the soldiers to take full advantage
of the mission year.

Shahar graduates in the labor market

Shahar is a high-quality preparation program for the labor market that gives
its graduates a vocation and formal training, as well as “soft” job skills that
enhance their employment capabilities. In addition, and despite maintaining
strict gender separation in military training frameworks, service in vocational
military roles has a positive impact on the graduates’ ability to work in a
mixed-gender work environment. Employers generally recognize the value
of young ultra-Orthodox men with a vocation and military work experience,
and these graduates thus have an advantage in the labor market relative to
veterans of the Netzah Yehuda combat track, who do not receive vocational
training or work experience.

From a macro socio-economic perspective, military service for ultra-
Orthodox men, especially in the vocational/home-front track, is a powerful
social and employment tool. This type of service provides these young men
with skills and abilities that boost their social and economic mobility, and
which are difficult to acquire in other frameworks. This social and economic
mobility is particularly salient given the difficulties experienced by other
populations on the social margins who serve in the IDF, under mandatory
conscription, to translate their military service into significant social or
economic benefit.

Despite the difficulties and deficiencies described in the study, most
ultra-Orthodox soldiers still see the IDF as a people’s army. Their military
service exposes them for the first time to new populations and values, an
experience that is largely positive, and this paves their way into Israel’s society
and economy. Nonetheless, the current system of military service could be
improved—especially in regard to screening, placement, and preparation for
employment—by following the recommendations presented below.

vii
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Policy recommendations

Therecommendations presented here address the structural and organizational
changes required—in the IDF and in the civilian organizations that support
preparation for employment—in order to improve the recruitment system
for ultra-Orthodox soldiers, as well as changes in the content of the different
tracks.

A. Recruitment, screening, and placement, and service tracks

1. Recommended structure and broad systemic recommendation:
Establish a directorate for recruitment of ultra-Orthodox soldiers

As part of the efforts to improve recruitment and military service, we propose
forming a directorate for ultra-Orthodox recruitment. This directorate would
coordinate all of the activities related to the recruitment, screening, and
placement of this population in all of the IDF’s branches and units.? It would
also address the subject of internal and external training in the IDF, as the
entity exclusively responsible for these processes. The directorate should be
run by staff who are skilled and experienced in all aspects of recruitment,
and it should continue to develop expertise in the needs and characteristics of
the ultra-Orthodox sector. The primary and command responsibility for
this directorate should be maintained by the IDF Personnel Directorate.

2. Establish a nationwide system for military-community relations

We propose establishing a nationwide array of military personnel who are
closely familiar with the ultra-Orthodox way of life and contemporary
trends in this sector. Community coordinators in this system, whether IDF
soldiers or civilians employed by the IDF, would be exclusively responsible
for developing relations within yeshivas and educational institutions for
dropouts, and with parents, teachers, and young men prior to enlistment.

2 On October 1, 2017, it was reported that the IDF has decided to establish a directorate for
ultra-Orthodox recruitment that will integrate and coordinate this area, under the auspices
of the IDF Personnel Directorate. The findings of this study were a catalyst for this decision.

viii
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3. Examine the way NGOs are employed and define boundaries for
interaction between the IDF and civil society

Despite the great importance of the IDF’s employment of project managers
and organizations that help to screen and recruit for the various positions
in the military, it is important to try to shift recruitment discourse, as
much as possible, to the level of the ultra-Orthodox individual and to
reduce the reliance on mediating external entities. Implementation of this
recommendation would help to curtail the influence of external entities on
operational or professional decision making within the military.

4. Improve the IDF's recruitment, screening, and placement system

We recommend developing a uniform and hierarchical recruitment and
screening system in the IDF to deal with all ultra-Orthodox candidates for
military service. Unifying the screening and selection process would reduce
the open and hidden competition for ultra-Orthodox personnel within the
IDF (competition that does not benefit these soldiers), and would improve
selection and placement in accordance with the personnel needs of the
various units. Improving this stage would help to fully exploit the abilities
and skills of ultra-Orthodox men in the IDF and, consequently, facilitate
their optimal integration into the labor market.

4.1. Preparation for military service: Early screening and assessment

Vocational assessment. We recommend conducting an individual pre-
enlistment evaluation of ultra-Orthodox men that includes vocational
assessments similar to those used in employment guidance centers for the
ultra-Orthodox.

Screening tools adapted for the ultra-Orthodox. The adaptation of
innovative screening tools for ultra-Orthodox recruits should be completed as
soon as possible. We recommend examining the possibility of administering a
comprehensive professional screening and evaluation test prior to enlistment
and before signing a deferment waiver, in order to identify candidates’
abilities and skills, and assess their suitability for designated positions for
ultra-Orthodox soldiers.
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4.2. Improve preparation for combat service and strengthening interfaces with ultra-

Orthodox pre-army frameworks

More in-depth preparation is required for IDF combat service for those
who enlist in field units in the Netzah Yehuda battalion and in the Givati
brigade’s Tomer company. We recommend considering the creation of
additional frameworks to prepare ultra-Orthodox teenagers for enlistment,
similar to the pre-military academies for the national religious public. Closer
familiarity with the complexities of serving in a combat unit would help
these young men to better integrate and advance in the IDF.

5. Diversify service tracks

The number of military service frameworks for ultra-Orthodox soldiers in the
vocational tracks in Shahar and Netzah Yehuda should be increased, in order
to improve the ability of these young men to benefit from high-quality and
meaningful service. An effort should also be made to ensure that the training
offered during military service has maximal civilian accreditation, which
will help ultra-Orthodox soldiers to enter high-quality employment after
their military service. We recommend expanding military and vocational
training in the practical engineering and computerization tracks in the Shahar
program, as these fields are in high demand in the labor market.

B. Preparation for civilian life and the labor market

The following recommendations are intended to improve and strengthen
the capacity of ultra-Orthodox IDF veterans, and to prepare them for the
labor market in a way that maximizes the capabilities and skills they acquire

during their military service.

1. Netzah Yehuda graduates: Preparation for work during the mission
year

Graduates of the Netzah Yehuda battalion need special assistance and

guidance in entering and advancing in the labor market. We therefore

recommend the following:
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1.1. Provide full and comprehensive information on the labor market and study options

during the preparatory year

With the help of guidance centers for the ultra-Orthodox or municipal youth
centers, full and up-to-date information should be provided on frameworks
for employment and study. Seminars, conferences, workshops on preparing
for civilian life, personal meetings, and employment guidance should be
provided for soldiers ahead of their demobilization.

1.2. Employment, economic, and personal guidance

We recommend examining the possibility of adapting some of the content
from the Shahar graduates workshops to meet the needs of Netzah Yehuda
graduates. It is important to offer the latter structured and systematic
workshops that will improve their “soft” employment skills, thus making it
easier for them to integrate into the labor market.

1.3. Diversify the subjects studied during the mission year

The subjects studied during the pre-academic preparation year should be
diversified in order to open up more employment and training options for
Netzah Yehuda soldiers during the mission year.

1.4. Boost motivation for studies and training during the mission year

Due to the difficulties described in this study, it is important to examine
ways to increase motivation for studying and preparing for employment in
this framework. These may include showcasing personal success stories,
assigning individual mentors to some of the pupils, increasing guidance and
oversight, providing concentrated studies in residential conditions, holding
personal conversations with soldiers, and more.

1.5. Increase the number of participants in the mission year and evaluate its

achievements
It is important to periodically examine the achievements of the mission year
and to redefine its objectives in accordance with changing needs. For this
purpose, we also recommend conducting ongoing evaluation studies of the
participants.

xi
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1.6. Strengthen interfaces with employment guidance centers for the ultra-Orthodox

We recommend studying ways to strengthen the interfaces between
employment guidance centers and graduates who need guidance, and to
provide relevant professional tools to the graduates’ association. It should be
emphasized that the graduates surveyed noted the importance of economic
guidance and help with family budget management (financial planning).

1.7. The mission year in the Netzah Yehuda battalion: Structural recommendations

The mission year is an important chapter in the participants’ training and
their preparation for civilian life (and for the labor market in particular), and
some graduates of this track spoke highly of this year of training. We found
however, a number of structural flaws in this stage. To address these faults,
we recommend the following:

(A) Concentrate authority. All of the administrative and command
responsibility for the mission year should be concentrated in the Shahar
department in the IDF Personnel Directorate, and steps should be taken
to eliminate any overlapping responsibility held by other IDF units or
the Ministry of Defense.

(B) Increase personnel and positions. The number of positions and
personnel responsible for the mission year should be increased. In
addition, the command and teaching staff responsible for managing
the mission year should be upgraded and improved.

(C) Increase intra-IDF coordination. There should be better coordination
among all of the entities dealing with this stage of military service.
These include the Defense Ministry’s Social Division, the IDF
Personnel Directorate, and the Guidance Unit for Discharged Soldiers.

1.8. Training and studies in internal IDF frameworks

We recommend examining the possibility of conducting the mission year
at an IDF training base, on a residential basis, in order to increase military
supervision of the soldiers learning in this framework and to prevent dropout.
Alternatively, we suggest examining the possibility of instituting a short
break between service in the combat battalion and the beginning of studies.

Xii
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2. Shahar graduates: Recommendations for preparing graduates for the
labor market

Most graduates of the Shahar program acquire significant employment tools
and experience during their military service. Nonetheless, many graduates
also require guidance and preparation for the labor market.

2.1. Expand the reach of workshops for discharged soldiers

We recommend looking at ways to substantially increase the number of Shahar
soldiers participating in workshops for discharged soldiers by offering
incentives to individuals ahead of demobilization. Alternatively, we
suggest examining the possibility of requiring all soldiers serving in
these tracks to participate in workshops to prepare them for civilian
life, and to expand the deployment of these workshops into a diverse
range of ultra-Orthodox population centers.

2.2. Employment guidance: Improve the connection between Shahar graduates and

employment guidance centers

We recommend providing employment counseling and guidance, as well
as ongoing support, for Shahar graduates interested in this assistance.
The study found that around one-quarter to one-third of graduates require
substantial employment guidance. Because there is currently no systematic
and structured interface between the Shahar department and the ultra-
Orthodox employment guidance centers run by the Ministry of Labor and
Social Welfare, we recommend formulating a joint plan for referring Shahar
graduates to these centers. It is important to maintain a regular interface
with Shahar programs and tracks by means of the following: (a) holding
conferences for soldiers prior to their discharge from the IDF and regular
orientation days at the centers, and conducting initial intake interviews at the
centers for Shahar graduates; (b) proactive referral of soldiers by the Shahar
department to the ultra-Orthodox employment guidance centers; (d) ensuring
that the names and details of Shahar graduates are passed on to the guidance
centers by the Ministry of Labor for continued follow-up; (d) training of
regional employment facilitators and advisors who specialize in working
with and promoting this population.

xiii
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2.3. Shahar alumni association

Since the completion of the JDC-Tevet Shahar program at the end of 2014,
no organization has conducted follow-up work with Shahar graduates. The
widest common denominator among most of the graduates pertains to the
labor market and their integration into it. Thus, we propose examining the
possibility of encouraging the creation of an alumni association for all Shahar
veterans. This association would focus on the employment issues faced by
discharged soldiers, and provide them with information and tools to facilitate
their integration into the workplace. It could also serve as a vehicle for
employment networking.

I believe that implementation of this set of recommendations will enable
the IDF to derive the greatest possible benefit from its ultra-Orthodox
soldiers, increase the number of ultra-Orthodox men serving in the IDF,
and improve their situation in the labor market after completing their
service.

Xiv
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