
 
 

Recent research on outcomes for junior armed forces entrants: A response 

Two studies investigating mental health outcomes of ‘junior entrants’ to the armed forces (those who 

enlist under the age of 17.5) were published in the British Medical Journal in April 2021.1 The studies, by 

King’s Centre for Military Health Research (KCMHR) and the University of Glasgow, have been reported 

in the press as having found ‘little evidence that early recruitment to the armed forces is associated with 

an adverse impact on long-term mental health’.2 CRIN will be submitting a formal response to these 

studies to the BMJ, and writing to the authors.  

The findings 

The KCMHR study was based on a sample of military personnel and veterans who started service 

between 1960 and 2012. Across the cohort as a whole, the study found that junior entrants were no 

more likely than older entrants to suffer from stress-related mental health problems such as PTSD and 

anxiety/depression. However, junior entrants who began their adult service in 2003 or later were 

significantly more likely than older entrants to suffer from certain stress-related mental health problems. 

Specifically, this group had ‘twice the odds of alcohol misuse and twice the odds of reporting episodes of 

lifetime self-harm’.3 The study’s data also suggest that PTSD and anxiety/depression were more 

common among this group, but this finding fell short of statistical significance. 

The Glasgow study was based on a large cohort of veterans born between 1945 and 1995, matched with 

non-veterans of the same age, sex and postcode district. While the study found that junior entrants were 

at a slightly lower risk of a mental health disorder than older entrants, it also found that they were at a 

higher risk than non-veterans of the same demographic. This disparity has widened in recent times. For 

the most recent period examined by the study4 – corresponding approximately with major deployments in 

Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq – the study found that junior entrants were substantially more 

likely than non-veterans of the same age and socio-economic background to develop a mental health 

disorder, and had between two and three times the odds of PTSD in particular. 

Between them, the two studies found that junior entrants who began their service in the last two to three 

decades were substantially more likely than older entrants (KCMHR study) and non-veterans (Glasgow 

study) to suffer negative mental health outcomes. These personnel were enlisted during an era of 

multiple major deployments to war zones. The studies’ findings for this recent period have clear 

relevance for an assessment of the current recruitment policy. 

Methodological issues 

Personnel who have longer than average careers and personnel who have been promoted to higher 

ranks appear to be overrepresented in sample of the KCMHR study. Given that other work by KCMHR 

has found that personnel who leave in their first four years (‘early service leavers’) face a substantially 

elevated risk of stress-related mental health problems,5 their apparent underrepresentation in the sample 

is likely to skew the findings of the study. Around one in three junior entrants to the army, compared to 

one in four adult entrants, leave before completing their basic training.6 

Conclusion 

• Contrary to the authors’ conclusions and subsequent media reporting, these studies support 

concerns that early enlistment to the armed forces in recent decades is associated with a 

marked, adverse impact on mental health. 

• Of particular concern is KCMHR’s finding that junior entrants since 2003 have been around twice 

as likely as older entrants to suffer from alcohol misuse and self-harm, and the Glasgow study’s 

finding that junior entrants around the same time have been between two and three times as 

likely as non-veterans to present at hospital with PTSD.  

• Methodological limitations of the KCMHR study are likely to have led to an underestimation of the 

prevalence of adverse mental health outcomes, especially among junior entrants. 



 
 
Appendix 

The following two charts reproduce data from the two studies to show the mental health risks of joining 

the armed as a junior entrant (yellow) in recent times, relative to non-veterans and older entrants. 
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