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UK: The military case for transition to all-adult 
armed forces 

[Read time: 5 min.] 

Context 

1.1. The UK is one of sixteen states worldwide that formally allow enlistment from age 16.1 Whereas 

the British air force and navy recruit under-18s in small numbers, a quarter of the army’s enlisted 

intake is in this age group; more army recruits are aged 16 than any other age.2 The army’s high 
reliance on the age group is unique among professional militaries worldwide.3 

1.2. The army’s rationale for enlisting under-18s is to cover shortfalls in the adult intake,4 particularly 
in the infantry and other combat roles,5 for later deployment from age 18. Recruits in the age 
group tend to be drawn from socio-economically deprived backgrounds.6 

1.3. Among the charges made against the policy are its mental health impact, poor socio-economic 
outcomes, high cost, and the example it sets to other armed forces and groups in the context of 
concerted global efforts to end child recruitment.7 The army has claimed a positive effect of early 
enlistment on the socioeconomic outcomes of young people, based on the basic skills education 
offered to its youngest recruits.8 We discuss these arguments elsewhere.9 

1.4. The army maintains that it could not recruit sufficient recruits from adults alone;10 that 
adolescent children from age 16 are easier than adults to recruit;11 and if they do not drop out of 
training their career tends to be approximately one-third longer.12 This briefing makes the 
contrary case that transition to an all-adult army is both achievable and advantageous. 

Operational benefits of all-adult armed forces 

1.5. An all-adult army would have at least seven significant advantages over the current model: 

1.5.1. Lower attrition. Adult recruits are substantially less likely to leave the army during training 
and, after ten years, are still less likely to have left service. Between 2013–14 and 2015–16, 
23 per cent of soldiers who enlisted as adults dropped out of training, versus 32 per cent of 
those who enlisted aged under 18.13 In the period between 2017 and 2019, 25 per cent of 
soldiers who enlisted as adults ten years earlier were still in service, versus 22 per cent of 
enlisted under-18s.14 

1.5.2. Faster promotion. Data from the same three-year period show that, after ten years, adult 
recruits were twice as likely as those enlisted under age 18 to have reached the rank of 
Sergeant or above.15 

1.5.3. Lower cost. Adult recruits are substantially less costly to train. It costs £53,000 to train an 
adult for the infantry, but £103,500 to train a soldier from age 16 for the same role to the 
same standard.16 

1.5.4. Greater maturity. Adult recruits are psychologically and physically more robust than 
younger recruits, and more mature. 

1.5.5. Immediate deployability. All-adult armed forces are deployable immediately after training 
and are not burdened with the additional duty of care arrangements required by law for 
children. 

1.5.6. Sustainability. Although enlistment in the younger age group is currently buoyant, its 
availability to the army continues to decrease as more young people extend their full-time 
education to age 18. 

1.5.7. Social acceptability. The army’s enlistment age has been challenged by the UN, 
parliamentary committees, children’s organisations, health professionals, human rights 
experts, and trades unions.17 Polling of the British public in 2018 found that 72 per cent of 
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respondents who expressed a view said the enlistment age should be 18 or above; 19 per 
cent thought it should be 16.18 

Feasibility 

1.6. In an article in the RUSI Journal in 2016, we used data from a typical year, 2015–16, to show 
that a transition to an all-adult army could be achieved with a modest uplift in adult recruitment.19 
In outline: 

1.6.1. Context: a smaller army. The army’s trained strength requirement has reduced by one-
fifth since 2012, which has reduced its recruitment requirement accordingly.20 

1.6.2. Uplift in adult intake. In 2015–16, the army enlisted 8,020 recruits, of whom 6,230 were 
aged 18 or over. Our article showed that an all-adult army would have had to enlist 1,578 
additional adults in that year to achieve the equivalent inflow to the trained strength. 

1.6.3. Deferred enlistment. The estimated required uplift in adult recruitment is substantially 
reduced by soldiers who now enlist at age 16 or 17 but would defer joining up until age 18. 
Our article proposed three scenarios in which 25, 50, and 75 percent of younger enlistees 
would still join as adults. Recent research by the army, which found that 56 per cent of 
junior soldiers in training had ‘always wanted to join’,21 suggests that the middle scenario 
(50 percent) may be the most appropriate. In that case, allowing for the lower trainee 
attrition rate among adult recruits, an all-adult army in 2015–16 would have had to enlist an 
additional 683 adults. This is equivalent to an 11 percent increase in adult enlistment – see 
Appendix, Chart 2. 

1.6.4. Financial savings/subsidy. We have calculated elsewhere that ceasing the recruitment of 
minors would liberate approximately £50 million per annum, equivalent to five times the cost 
of a major army marketing campaign. The saving could be used to fund the uplift in adult 
recruitment and/or offer personnel substantial retention incentives.22 

1.6.5. Historical comparison. The army has recruited adults in larger numbers in the past. Our 

estimate of the all-adult recruitment requirement for 2015–16, once deferred enlistment is 
included as a factor, is still lower than the number of adults normally enlisted annually 

between the turn of the millennium and 2012–13.23 

1.6.6. International comparison. Three-quarters of states worldwide allow their armed forces to 

enlist only adults from age 18, including most NATO members.24 

Risk-free 

1.7. The Ministry of Defence has various options to reduce and eliminate any manning risks 
associated with transition to all-adult armed forces. For example, it could: 

1.7.1. Phase the process by increasing the enlistment age incrementally (e.g. to 16½, 17, 17½, 
and then 18). 

1.7.2. Reverse the process in the short-term if it proves impossible to recruit and retain older 
recruits in sufficient numbers, before updating the binding declaration to the OPAC treaty to 
specify 18 as the minimum enlistment age. We argue elsewhere, however, that the best 
interests of young people, which must be the primary consideration, clearly lie in raising the 
age definitely and irreversibly to 18. 

Conclusion 

1.8. On the evidence summarised here, we argue that a transition to an all-adult army would be a 
progressive, modernising step, with multiple operational advantages. The change is practically, 
operationally, and financially feasible, with minimal risk. 

Contact 

February 2020. Contact Charlotte Cooper, charlotte@crin.org. 
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Appendix 

Charts 1 and 2: British infantry training costs; army ten-year retention rates (Source: MoD) 

       

 

Chart 2. A: Actual enlisted intake, 2015–16; and B: Composition of projected intake 
recruiting adults only (Sources: MoD; Gee & Taylor, 2016, op cit.) 

 

Notes: 

1. Drop-out rates calculated over the three-year period 2009–10 to 2013–14. 
2. ‘Deferred enlistments’ refers to a proportion of recruits who enlisted aged under 18 in 2015–16 but would still have 

enlisted at age 18 had that been the minimum age (estimated at 50 per cent): please refer to text for details.  
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