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The British armed forces: 
Why raising the recruitment age would benefit everyone 

Read time: 5 min. 

 

Context 

Worldwide, three-quarters of armed forces now recruit only adults from age 18.1 While some comparable 

militaries recruit adolescent children from age 17, the UK is the only major military power, the only 

European state, and one of only sixteen in the world, to enlist from age 16.2 

In 2020–21, the UK enlisted 3,260 under-18s.3 7 in 10 joined the army, making up a quarter of its intake; 

more soldiers are recruited at 16 than any other age.4 Tending to come from deprived areas,5 these 

younger recruits are particularly sought for lower-skilled, higher-risk infantry jobs.6 

Support for change is widespread. The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child,7 Parliament’s Human 

Rights committee,8 the Children’s Commissioners,9 major children’s organisations,10 and human rights 

groups11 have all called for an end to child recruitment, as have health professionals,12 faith groups,13 

trade unions,14 and veterans.15 The Defence Committee has repeatedly challenged the Ministry of 

Defence (MoD) to account for its dependence on underage recruits.16 72% of the public believe the 

enlistment age should be 18 or above; only 19% think it should be 16, according to a 2018 ICM poll.17 

Enlistment obligations and consent 

Military enlistment suspends fundamental rights and imposes legally binding obligations.18 16-year-old 

army recruits have no right to leave the army from the day they turn 18 until age 22,19 having completed 

a period of mandatory service up to two years longer than that required of adult recruits.20 As such, the 

state expects child recruits, whose capacity for consequential decision-making has yet to develop fully, to 

consent to obligations that could not be imposed on a civilian worker of any age.21 The question of 

consent is complicated further when enlisting children with a stressful childhood background, which can 

impair complex decision-making in adolescence22 and is common among young recruits.23 

Despite such susceptibilities, army marketing glamorises military life while omitting its risks,24 recruiters 

are not required to meet directly with parents,25 and a quarter of 16-year-old soldiers are enlisted with a 

reading age of 11 or less.26 The UN has warned that the UK’s consent safeguards are ‘insufficient’.27 

Impact on mental health and behaviour 

Research by King’s College has found that UK personnel are twice as likely as working civilians to suffer 

anxiety and depression and 50% more likely than the general population to have PTSD.28 

Compared with adults, adolescent children, particularly those with a stressful childhood background,29 

are neurodevelopmentally more vulnerable to stress.30 Accordingly, the prolonged stress of basic soldier 

training, which the army describes as ‘intense’,31 is incompatible with the legal right of all children to be 

safeguarded against conditions harmful to their health and development.32 

Recent research by Glasgow University compared long-term mental health outcomes of child recruits 

and same-age civilians. The study found little difference for those who joined up more than 25 years ago, 

but child recruits enlisted from around 1995 had between two and three times the odds of long-term 

PTSD compared to civilians from similar social backgrounds.33 Similar research by King’s College found 

that, since 2003, soldiers recruited aged 16–17½  have had ‘twice the odds of alcohol misuse and twice 

the odds of reporting episodes of lifetime self-harm’ relative to those recruited at older ages.34 

Since 2001, soldiers under 20 have been twice as likely as those over 20, and 40% more likely than 

same-age civilians, to end their lives.35 
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Despite a common assumption that early enlistment reduces problem behaviours, it appears to 

aggravate them. A King’s College study found that violent, sexual, and drug-related offending increased 

after enlistment, even before deployment, when it rose again to reach twice the pre-enlistment rate.36 

Training: Education and treatment 

The army’s youngest recruits undergo initial training at the Army Foundation College (AFC). The centre’s 

‘outstanding’ Ofsted grade is awarded under a bespoke arrangement with the MoD that excludes the 

main standards by which civilian colleges are judged.37 38 39 40 GCSE resits, which civilian colleges are 

required to offer, are not available.41 Instead, most 16-year-old recruits spend less than a day a week on 

sub-GCSE courses42 43 and follow an apprenticeship consisting of basic soldier training.44 The army has 

ruled out extending the education offered at AFC, on the basis that it ‘risks discouraging and therefore 

reducing the main recruiting pool’.45 

AFC is subject to multiple allegations of abuse by its staff; 60 formal complaints of violence by instructors 

against recruits have been recorded since 2014.46 Ofsted’s 2018 report does not mention this.47 

Between 2015 and 2020, girls under 18 in the armed forces made 31 formal complaints of sexual assault 

or rape to the military police. This equivalent to a rate of 2.5% (or one report for every 40 girls in the 

forces),48 double that found among civilian girls of the same age.49 

Socio-economic outcomes 

It is sometimes suggested that early enlistment offers a route out of unemployment. In fact, and as the 

MoD accepts,50 recruiters are in competition with the civilian education system, where four out of five of 

disadvantaged 16-year-olds now continue in full-time learning with a high rate of retention.51 52 

Early enlistment is highly precarious by comparison. 30% of underage army recruits, about 700 per year, 

drop out of training, which puts them out of education and work within a few months of joining up.53 

Although the army argues that those who remain in service are more likely than adult recruits to rise 

through the ranks,54 this is not the case. Underage recruits who are still in the army after 10 years are 

half as likely as adult recruits to have reached the rank of Sergeant or above.55 

The military case for change 

The transition to all-adult armed forces would bring many benefits. Recruits would be more mature, more 

likely to finish training, deployable sooner, and not subject to the complexities of children’s rights law. 

Since the cost of training an adult for the infantry is only half that of training a 16-year-old to the same 

standard56 (for an average career only 40% longer57), the public purse would save c. £50m per year.58 

The change is feasible. The navy and RAF take relatively few recruits under 18. The army, which enlists 

many more, was downsized by one-fifth in 2012 and is to be reduced further by nearly 10,000 troops by 

2025.59 As we have shown elsewhere, this reduction is sufficient to allow the army to recruit adults alone 

at the current rate without detriment to the trained strength.60 

Make it 18 

Raising the enlistment age to 18 would safeguard children from the risks associated with premature 

enlistment: onerous legal obligations, high trainee attrition, a disproportionate impact on mental health, 

educational disadvantage, and multiple allegations of maltreatment. It would leave unaffected the option 

of a military career in adulthood, until which point more 16-year-olds would stay in education or training 

for longer to gain accredited qualifications for lifelong employment. 

The growing global consensus that military work should be reserved for adulthood has already benefited 

countless children. By continuing to enlist from age 16, the UK lends legitimacy to others to do the same. 

In view of the UK’s influence, particularly with other Commonwealth countries that recruit under 18, the 

transition to all-adult forces would be a major step towards an end to child recruitment worldwide. 

____________________________ 

Revised October 2021. Contact: Charlotte Cooper, charlotte@crin.org  
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