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"The recruits are looking for fights more and 
more. There’s no support from the corporals, 
no concern about our welfare, so fights start to 
happen – never for good reasons, just fights. 
And bullying is everywhere… I tell the people in 
the welfare office but they just say it’ll all be over 
soon, which is no help at all… So I fall off. For 
the first time I think about ending my life, taking 
a weapon when we’re on the range and firing 
shots in my head."

 Joe trained at the Army Foundation College, 
 2013–2014, aged 16.

Content Warning
• This report discusses suicide and many types of mental 

health experiences including depression. If you need to talk 
to someone, please call the Samaritans on 116 123 - any 
time, any day.



"Nathan… told me he was hit, slapped, pushed, 
kicked and verbally abused by staff... He started 
drinking heavily and was very withdrawn… He 
told me his request [to leave] was ripped up in his 
face. He was only 17 [with a legal right to leave] 
and devastated at not being able to leave… He 
didn't mind the legitimate punishments, it was 
the abuse he was scared of. He described the 
staff as animals that got off on hurting and 
humiliating people… Nathan died [in 2020] 
while still serving in the army."

Alison's son Nathan trained at the Army 
Foundation College, 2016–2017, aged 17.
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• Rates of anxiety, depression, and PTSD 
are also elevated in young personnel, 
at approximately double those found in 
civilians of the same age (Figure 11).9 10

Suicide risk increases after personnel leave 
('veterans'). Again, veterans who had signed 
up as children suffer worse outcomes than 
those who had joined as adults (Figure 5):11 12

• Over the last two decades, veterans 
aged 16–19 have been three times 
as likely as civilians of the same age 
to end their lives (Figure 4).13 A 2009 
study found that the risk had been 
highest of all in army veterans who 
had joined up at 16.14

• Over approximately the last 25 years, 
veterans who had enlisted as children 
have also had double the odds of 
alcohol misuse and double the odds 
of reporting self-harm when compared 
to veterans who had joined up as 
adults (Figure 7).15

This report charts the impact of their 
early enlistment on mental health, with a 
focus on suicide in male personnel and 
veterans. (The few reliable statistics for 
females show a similar pattern.)

Early enlistment is associated 
with an increased risk of suicide
The suicide rate among soldiers aged 
16–19 is substantially higher than that of 
their civilian peers:

• Over the last two decades, the suicide 
risk among male soldiers aged 16–19 
has been one-third higher than that of 
their civilian peers4 and three times the 
armed forces average.5

• This risk is concentrated in the 
infantry (Figure 2), where child recruits 
are over-represented.6 More than half 
of infanteers who died by suicide in 
the last two decades had joined up as 
children (Figure 3);7 infanteers who had 
signed up under the age of 18 have had 
double the odds of ending their lives 
while still in service compared with 
those who joined as adults.8

A quarter of new recruits to the British armed  
forces are child recruits1 aged 16 or 17, drawn mainly 
from deprived neighbourhoods to staff the army,2 
particularly the infantry.3

Executive Summary
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Young recruits’ high rate of 
suicide is not explained by 
childhood background alone
A troubled background is common 
among child recruits. But while adversity 
in childhood is known to contribute to 
mental ill-health in adolescence and 
adulthood, this alone does not account for 
the elevated rate of suicide in this group:

• Over the last 25 years or so, veterans 
who joined up as children have had 
between two and three times the odds 
of long-term PTSD compared to civilians 
of the same age and similar childhood 
background (Figure 7).16

• Over a similar period, their rate of 
suicide has been three times that of 
the most disadvantaged civilians of 
the same age (Figure 6).17

Military suicide is most 
common among those who 
have never seen war
Contrary to a common assumption 
that the main cause of military suicide is 
traumatic war experiences, the risk tends 
to be highest among those who have 
never been deployed.18 Three factors 
help to explain why this is so in young 
personnel and veterans in particular:

1. The heightened vulnerability of the 
adolescent brain to stress, particularly 
in recruits with a background of adverse 
childhood experiences;

2. The impact of early military experiences, 
particularly the stressful conditions of 
initial training; and

3. Difficulties readjusting to civilian life 
after discharge.

These risk factors tend to accumulate along 
the typical career pathway of a child recruit:

A. Pre-military factors heighten 
vulnerability. A background of 
adverse childhood experiences 
amplifies the adolescent brain’s 
reactivity to stressors.19

B. Military factors apply stress:

• Initial training is an intensive 
resocialisation process – a 
‘pressure cooker’ – which 
makes routine use of sustained 
stress. Restrictions on external 
communications20 and the right 
to leave21 add to the load, as do 
common experiences of peer 
bullying,22 sexual harassment,23 24 
and abuse by staff.25 The British 
army’s own research found in 2022 
that child trainees, particularly 
girls, experienced an ‘erosion of 
resilience’ (Figure 8).26

• Daily stress during initial training 
divides trainees into a majority 
‘in- group’ who adapt to its 
demands and an ‘out-group’ who 
do not.27 Young veterans and their 
parents report that out-group 
recruits are commonly bullied 
by peers and instructors, leading 
to low self-worth, emotional 
numbing, and depression.28

C. Post-military factors compound 
impact. Immediately out of work 
and education, young veterans are 
socio-economically highly vulnerable. 
Few have professional mental 
health support.29
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This report finds a high rate of suicide 
and associated mental health problems in 
those who join the British armed forces at 
a young age, particularly those who enlist 
under the age of 18. This is best explained 
by a combination of factors: the impact 
of childhood stress, stressful military 
experiences (mostly before personnel are 
sent to war), and the stresses of transition 
to civilian life following early discharge.

It is sometimes suggested that, had child 
recruits not joined up, they would be out 
of work and education and so suffer still 
poorer mental health. But today, four in 
five 16-year-olds living in deprivation – 
the army’s main recruitment pool – now 
continue in full-time education30 and 
most of the remainder are in work.31

Under the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, children under age 18 have a legal 
right to be fully safeguarded from undue 
harm.32 In view of the mental health and 
socio-economic risks of early enlistment, 
we continue to recommend raising the 
minimum age for military recruitment in 
the UK from 16 to 18, in line with most of 
the rest of the world.33

Among the voices calling for this 
change are those of the United Nations 
Committee on the Rights of the Child,34 
the Children’s Commissioners for each 
UK nation,35 health experts36 and children’s 
rights organisations,37 and the families 
harmed by the policy of child enlistment.38 
Polling indicates clear support in the 
British public for raising the minimum 
enlistment age to 18.39

On the evidence, the change would 
also mean that fewer young people end 
their lives.

Conclusion: Early enlistment aggravates the 
risk of suicide and mental ill-health

9The Pressure Cooker
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While most states worldwide have made the transition 
to all-adult armed forces, the UK is unusual in enlisting 
adolescent children from age 16 and unique in relying 
so heavily on the age group.40

The United Nations (UN) Convention 
on the Rights of the Child requires that, 
in all actions that concern children, their 
best interests must be made a ‘primary 
consideration’.44 They have a legal right to 
be fully safeguarded from any undue harm 
that may arise from their enlistment for 
military purposes.

We hope that this report will support 
that aim.

A quarter of new soldier recruits are aged 
under 18,41 drawn mostly from deprived 
neighbourhoods.42

The effect of early enlistment on mental 
health has not been well understood. 
This report draws on official sources and 
peer-reviewed research to show that the 
policy of recruiting from age 16 contributes 
to a heavy mental health burden on 
child recruits.

We focus on suicidality. While suicide itself 
is a rare event, elevated suicide rates are 
also a barometer for stress-related mental 
health problems, particularly anxiety, 
depression, and posttraumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD).43

We show for the first time that early military 
experiences, before recruits are sent to war, 
have a deep and disproportionate impact on 
the mental health of the youngest personnel 
and veterans.

Introduction
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While the risk of suicide among British armed forces 
personnel is lower than that found in civilian life, this 
is not so among the youngest soldiers, who are much 
more likely than their civilian peers to end their lives. 
The risk is highest of all in child recruits who leave 
soon after joining.

Figure 1 shows how high the risk has been 
for young soldiers. The bold horizontal line 
in each graph shows the suicide rate in the 
general population for the same age group; 
the red line shows the rate in the army. The 
first graph shows the suicide rate since 
2001 in the under-20 age group.

1.1 Youngest Recruits
Over the last 20 years, suicide in the British 
armed forces has been less common than 
among civilians of the same age.45 This is 
not so for male soldiers aged 16–19, whose 
risk has been one-third (31%) higher than 
that of same-age civilians46 and three 
times the average for the armed forces 
as a whole.47

This high risk is mostly confined to the 
army; the risk to young air force and navy 
personnel has resembled that faced by 
civilians of the same age.48
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Figure 1: Male suicide 
rates In UK armed 

forces by age group, 
year and military branch 

(1984–2020).49
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The army says that the reason it recruits 
soldiers from age 16 is ‘particularly for 
the infantry’55 and child recruits are indeed 
over-represented among infanteers.56

Infanteers have a very high suicide 
risk (Figure 2), which is concentrated in 
soldiers who signed up as children: over 
half of infanteers who died by suicide in 
the last two decades joined up under age 
18 (Figure 3).57 Between 2001 and 2020, 
infanteers who had joined up under the 
age of 18 had more than double the odds 
of in-service suicide compared to those 
who had joined up as adults [OR 2.3, 95% 
CI 1.4-3.7, p=0.001].58

1.2 Women and Girls
Since female personnel are a small minority 
of the armed forces, calculating their suicide 
rate reliably is not possible.50 Suicide among 
female former personnel (i.e. 'veterans') 
follows a similar pattern to men: overall, the 
risk is little different from civilian life, but 
among the youngest it is between three 
and four times higher.51

The experience of other countries 
suggests that, in general, female 
personnel and veterans are at increased 
risk relative to their civilian peers, though 
less is known about the specific risks of 
younger age groups:

• In the United States, whose armed 
forces are large enough to calculate a 
rate of suicide among serving female 
personnel, their risk is approximately 
twice that of civilian women.52

• In Australia and Canada, female 
veterans have been around twice as 
likely as their civilian peers to end their 
lives,53 and in the United States three 
times as likely.54

Given the dearth of data on female or 
transgender military suicide in the UK, 
the rest of this report focuses on the 
risk among males.

1.3 Infantry
As mentioned, youth suicide risk in 
the armed forces is concentrated in the 
army. Within the army, it is concentrated 
in the infantry. These are close-combat 
troops who make up just over a quarter 
of army personnel.

Figure 2. British armed 
forces: Male suicide 
rate among serving 
personnel, by military 
branch (2001-2020)59

Figure 3. British infantry: 
Suicides by age at joining 
(2001-2020)60
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1.4 Youngest Veterans
The risk of suicide and other mental 
health problems increases after personnel 
leave. In around the last two decades, the 
youngest veterans – which here means all 
ex-personnel, whether they have been to 
war or not – have been three times as likely 
as same-age civilians to end their lives.61

Figure 4 presents the findings of the study 
in question, showing how strongly the risk 
of veteran suicide is concentrated among 
the youngest. The dotted line shows the 
civilian suicide rate for each age group; the 
purple column shows the rate of suicide 
in the youngest veterans.

In an earlier study by the same team, 
veterans who had both joined up and 
left at 16 had had the highest suicide 
risk of all.62 Evidently, child recruits 
who leave service early – which usually 
means during their initial training – face 
a markedly elevated risk of suicidality.

1.5 International 
Comparison
A similar pattern is seen in other 
economically comparable countries 
that enlist child recruits (Figure 5).64 As in 
the UK, so in Australia, Canada, and the 
United States, the risk is concentrated in 
the army and especially army veterans.65 66

In respect of serving personnel, research 
in the US found that many more attempted 
suicides in the US Army were by soldiers in 
training than by those at war.67 In respect 
of veterans, other research in the US 
found that veterans with less than one 
year’s service – who tend to be those who 
dropped out of their training – were much 
more likely than longer-serving veterans to 
end their lives.68 As in the UK, so in Canada 
and the US (though not in Australia), most 
cases of veteran suicide occur in the few 
years after discharge.69

Figure 4. Armed forces 
veterans: relative risk of 

suicide by age group with 
comparison to the same-

age general population 
(1996-2018). 63

Figure 5. Relative risk 
of young veteran suicide 
compared with same-age 
non-veterans in Australia, 
Canada, UK and US 
(males)70 71 72 73
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Alison's Story
Alison’s son Nathan 
joined the Army 
Foundation College 
in 2016, aged 16.
Nathan started his military career at the 
Army Foundation College Harrogate in 
2016. Nathan was a confident, resilient 
lad who wanted nothing more than to be 
a soldier. […] During the first phase of his 
training Nathan reported serious incidents 
to me; he told me he was hit, slapped, 
pushed, kicked and verbally abused by staff. 
He said he felt humiliated… He knew the 
training would be tough but this was abuse 
and the staff were power crazy. […]

Nathan felt uncomfortable talking about 
what was happening to him but I often 
pushed him to open up and talk to me. 
He did tell me about witnessing abuse of 
his peers and commented on his dislike 
and distrust for some of the staff. He did 
however point out not all staff were abusive 
but said that none of them could be trusted. 
He told me all staff knew what was going 
on but turned a blind eye. […]

After the initial six weeks of training we 
travelled to Harrogate for Nathan’s first 
passing out parade and brought him 
home on leave. He was not the same 
happy confident lad who started six weeks 
previously. He started drinking heavily and 
was very withdrawn. It was very difficult 
getting him to return to Harrogate and he 
told me he wanted to leave the army.

When he returned to Harrogate, he rang 
me to tell me he was handing in his letter 
to leave. He told me his request was ripped 
up in his face. He was only 17 years old 
and devastated at not being able to leave. 
He repeatedly told me he wanted to be a 
soldier and expected training to be tough 
but couldn't cope with the way they were 
mistreated. He was clearly very frightened 
for his safety and I shared his fears.

Whenever he was on leave it became 
increasingly difficult to get him to return 
to Harrogate. I would take him to the train 
station and by the time I arrived home 
Nathan wouldn't be far behind me. He was 
genuinely very fearful of being at Harrogate 
and things just got worse… He didn't mind 
the legitimate punishments, it was the 
abuse he was scared of.

I spoke to his commanding officers after 
every occasion and expressed my concerns. 
Each member of staff basically said the 
same thing: if Nathan didn't return he would 
be posted AWOL. I was repeatedly told 
[incorrectly] that once he had completed 
the first six weeks he had no way of leaving. 
They said no matter how he felt he had to 
complete the four years. […] The officers 
told me that if Nathan didn't return then the 
seriousness of the situation would escalate 
and the punishments would be more severe. 
[…] He described the staff as animals that 
got off on hurting and humiliating people 
and that Harrogate should be shut down.

Nathan died while still serving in the army.

Read Alison’s testimony in full online.
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Youth military suicide in particular is 
better explained by four other factors, 
which combine to magnify the risk:

1. The adolescent brain’s heightened 
vulnerability to stress

2. The troubled background common 
to young recruits

3. The sustained stresses of early 
experiences in the military 
(particularly training)

4. Difficulties readjusting to civilian 
life after leaving 

2.1 War is not the 
reason
Most research on military suicide finds 
that being sent on deployment – a military 
operation – does not increase the risk,74 
although certain types of war experiences, 
such as killing and injuring others, 
can do so.75

In any case, deployment cannot account 
for the higher risk in child recruits and 
veterans, who are not sent to war until they 
turn 18.76 Conversely, older personnel and 
veterans are likely to have been deployed 
several times yet have a suicide risk lower 
than the civilian average for their age.77

The heavy mental health burden carried 
by young soldiers and veterans even before 
they have seen war is better understood 
in terms of the stressful pathway taken by 
a typical child recruit.

2.2 The stressful career 
path of a child recruit
Every young recruit is an individual, but 
their experiences tend to bear certain 
characteristics in common, which combine 
to drive up the risk of mental ill-health:

• Stressful pre-military experiences. 
The army is twice as likely to recruit 
from the poorest local areas as from the 
richest78 and much of its intake already 
carries trauma from childhood.79

• Stressful military experiences. 
As described below, basic soldier 
training, particularly for the infantry, 
makes routine use of sustained stress 
and abuse is common.

• Stressful post-military experiences. 
A large proportion of child recruits 
drop out of their training, at which point 
they are immediately out of work and 
out of education.

When all these risk factors combine, as 
they frequently do, a picture emerges of 
a highly precarious recruit pathway. A 
teenager enlisted for the infantry from a 
troubled background, who suffers under the 
high-stress training environment and drops 
out without much support is likely to suffer 
mental health problems. The army does 
not track these discharged child recruits80 
and they are unlikely to have contact with 
professional mental health services.81

Against the common assumption that military suicide is 
mainly caused by traumatic war experiences, the risk is 
highest among those who have never seen war. 
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2.3 Childhood stress 
and the adolescent 
brain
Predisposing factors
The developing adolescent brain is 
particularly vulnerable to stressors,82 
especially social stressors such as bullying 
and ostracisation.83 Prolonged stress 
becomes toxic to the brain during this 
period, changing the way it functions and 
interfering with healthy development.84

Notably, sustained stress sensitises certain 
neural circuits.85 This can lead to anxious 
hyper-vigilance, for example, or aggressive 
outbursts, even when no stressors are 
present.86 It can also disrupt healthy brain 
development right into adulthood87 and 
induce lasting problems such as anxiety,88 

depression,89 and substance misuse.90

While all of us are vulnerable to stress in our 
teenage years, susceptibility is aggravated 
in those whose earlier childhood was itself 
stressful.91 Adolescents with experience 
of abuse or neglect are more likely than 
others to be temperamentally anxious 
and depressive,92 for example, which 
dramatically adds to the risk of  
self-harm and suicide.93

By relying so heavily on child recruits 
from deprived neighbourhoods, the 
army’s recruitment strategy results in 
a high intake of young people already 
sensitised to stressors:

• Around half of young personnel have 
experienced at least four different types 
of adverse experience as children.94 95 
This degree of traumatic exposure 
is indicative of lasting sensitisation 
to stress, as measured by the 
overproduction of cortisol.96

• These young, trauma-experienced 
personnel are much more likely than 
others to have problems with anxiety, 
depression, alcohol and substance 
misuse, self-harm, and posttraumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD).97 The rates of 
anxiety, depression, and PTSD among 
young personnel are approximately 
double those found in the same-age 
general population (Figure 11).98 99 All 
are risk factors for suicidality.

"Part of army training is to 
break you down, but when you’re 
16 your brain isn’t developed 
properly… It has a massive effect 
on your brain… It’s only later on 
that you realise what’s been done 
to you. It’s taken years and years 
to now look back at that damage 
that’s been done and build 
myself back up."100

Rachel, trained aged under 18.
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Aggravating factors
Childhood stress has such a 
profound impact on later suicidality that 
it undoubtedly accounts in part for the 
elevated suicide rates found among young 
personnel and veterans, irrespective of 
their military experiences.101 102

But the idea that early military 
experiences add nothing to this burden 
is untenable. That would be to argue that 
placing a stress-vulnerable adolescent 
child under the sustained stress of 
military training is harmless. All the 
available statistical evidence points the 
other way,103 104 while veterans themselves 
offer their own compelling testimony that 
military training left them damaged.105

For example, if military enlistment had 
no harmful impact on trauma-experienced 
child recruits, they would not suffer greater 
stress-related mental illness than non-
veterans from similar social backgrounds, 
but they do.

This is clearly shown later in Figure 7B for 
PTSD and, for suicidality, in Figure 6 below.

Taken together, the available evidence 
indicates that the mental health burden in 
adolescent recruits and veterans arises not 
from the impact of early life stress alone, but 
also from its aggravation by the stressors of 
their early military experiences.

As to why early military experiences are 
so stressful is the question to which 
we now turn.

2.4 The sustained stress 
of military training
The pressure cooker
The soldier has a job like no other. On the 
battlefield, they must run towards danger 
and kill and injure people, even when 
their every instinct is to flee. Accordingly, 
the main aim of basic military training 
is to inculcate unconditional obedience 
in recruits. It bears little resemblance to 
civilian notions of learning.107

To meet the unique demands of their 
role, new recruits must be coercively  
re-socialised. According to US military 
officers:

‘Intense indoctrination will be necessary 
to enable service members to engage in 
behaviours that represent a more radical 
departure from their prior experiences 
and worldview... (1) killing someone else 
in the service of a mission to protect 
one’s country, and (2) the willingness 
to subordinate self-interests, including 
survival, in the service of group goals.’108

The training environment is a pressure 
cooker; the military organisation subjects 
new recruits to continuous stress from 
their first day. The British army, for example, 
makes use of the following strategies 
to condition recruits for obedience:

Figure 6. 
United Kingdom: male 

suicide at age 16–19 in 
the general population 

by deprivation status 
(2001–2020), compared 

with that in army 
personnel (1984-2021), 

armed forces personnel 
(1996–2018), and former 
armed forces personnel 

(1996–2018).106
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• Capture. Child recruits to the army 
have no legal right to leave in the first 
six weeks.109

• Suppression. Uniforms and a 
ban on first names suppress the 
individual personality.

• Isolation. Strict limitations on contact 
with friends and family remove external 
sources of social support; in the first six 
weeks, child recruits are forbidden to 
host visitors or to leave the base to go 
into town, and they may only make one 
short phone call each evening (mobiles 
are confiscated on arrival).110

• Disorientation. Recruits are kept in the 
dark about what will happen, when, and 
why. They have no idea what is expected 
of them other than to do exactly what 
they are told.

• Depletion. Sleep deprivation and 
physical exhaustion deplete recruits’ 
capacity to resist the conditioning 
process; and

• Inducement. Obedience is conditioned 
by rewarding conformity and punishing 
failure with humiliation.111

An example of a conditioning technique 
is the humiliation of a recruit in front of 
their peers for not folding their clothes 
in precisely the way they have been told. 
While folding clothes is irrelevant to warfare, 
the repeating demand that every task be 
performed in exactly the way prescribed 
gradually induces recruits to follow any and 
every order without a second thought.112

Mental health effects
Such coercive resocialisation would be 
unlawful in any civilian setting for any age 
group, yet this is how armies worldwide 
train their soldiers.113 The relatively little 
available research indicates a clear impact 
on mental health. A study of the US army, 
for instance, found that soldiers in training 
were four times as likely to attempt suicide 
as those on a first deployment (Figure 9 in 
Appendix A).114 115

No comparable study has been carried 
out in the UK, but the British army’s own 
research in 2022 found that its child recruits 
specifically experienced an ‘erosion of 
resilience’ during initial training, as well 
as reduced self-belief and increased 
difficulties managing emotions (Figure 8 
in Appendix A):116

‘In the female group there was a 
significant decrease in resilience, self-
efficacy, emotional clarity, the ability to 
control impulses when distressed, and 
access to emotional regulation strategies 
after the training period. In the male 
control group there was a significant 
decrease in their reported ability to 
bounce back, [gain] access to emotional 
regulation strategies, and their overall 
emotional regulation scores after the 
training period.’117

These findings are consistent with the 
known effects of sustained stress on the 
adolescent brain.
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"Bayonet training is teaching you to kill a person 
with a blade on the end of a rifle. You’ll be put 
through loads of physical punishments – you’re 
crawling through mud, screamed at and shouted 
at, kicked, punched while you’re on the floor, 
anything to get you angry – they want you to 
release this insane amount of aggression, enough 
to stab another man when they say, basically, on 
the flick of a switch… Every single person I spoke 
to since leaving the army has been affected."

Wayne, infantry, trained aged 17, 2006118
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"Unbeknown to me at the time, [the army’s] 
training and/or indoctrination would come to 
shape my life, my decisions and my neurological 
processes for years to come… I suppose at the 
time we took it all in our stride and laughed 
it off. But we as people and in particular our 
brains were being prepared for the inhuman 
rigours and demands of traditional war fighting, 
closing with and engaging the enemy and by 
extension modern international conflicts."

Ryan, British infantry, 2000-2008119

25The Pressure Cooker
Why Are The Youngest Most At Risk?



Listed below is some of the verifiable evidence of 
serial abuse at the training centre for British army 
recruits aged 16–17½, the Army Foundation 
College (AFC).

Between 2014 and February 2023, AFC recorded 
72 formal complaints of violence against recruits 
by staff, including assault and battery.120

Speaking to CRIN, parents of three recruits 
at AFC have described routine maltreatment 
by staff in some detail.121 Their children had 
been punched, slapped, kicked, routinely called 
the c-word and the f-word, and encouraged 
to fight one another, for example. Recruits’ 
attempts to exercise their right to leave had 
been intentionally obstructed. The parents also 
testified to the traumatic effects of the abuse on 
their children, which included suicidal ideation 
and attempted suicide.122

Joe joined AFC at 16 in autumn 2013. He has 
since described how staff:

• routinely assaulted recruits including him;

• related a detailed sexual fantasy of the rape 
of his girlfriend in order to induce extreme 
aggression in him;

• ordered him to strip to his underwear while 
a corporal ridiculed his body at length;

• laughed at him on several occasions when 
he was in evident distress; and

• repeatedly told recruits who asked for help 
to ‘piss off’ and ‘shut the f*** up’.123

In Joe’s year, 17 AFC instructors were accused 
of abusing recruits in one of the very few cases 
that has gone to trial.124 Among the allegations 
were that instructors had kicked and punched 
recruits, held their heads underwater, and 

pushed sheep dung into their mouths, but 
Service Police mishandled the case and it 
collapsed.125 When the case was reviewed, it 
was found that in addition to the recruits who 
had raised a complaint, many other maltreated 
recruits had not.126

Evidence of sexual harassment and assault 
adds to this disturbing picture:

Across the armed forces, girls aged 16 or 
17 are twice as likely as civilian girls of the 
same age to report a sexual assault or rape 
to the police.127 128 In 2021, one in every 
eight girls under 18 were victims of sexual 
offences, according to MoD records of police 
investigations; girls were ten times as likely 
as adult female personnel to be victimised 
in this way.129

Half of all girls who join the armed forces are 
enrolled for training at AFC.130 In 2021, 22 recruits 
at AFC were victims of sexual offences; three 
suspects were members of staff.131 The following 
year, an instructor was charged with five counts 
of sexual assault of 16-year-old female recruits.132

AFC’s own survey of female recruits in 2020 
found that half had experienced bullying, 
harassment, or discrimination while training; 
fewer than a third said they would report 
such behaviour.133

Despite an evidenced culture of abuse 
persisting for at least a decade at the army’s 
dedicated training centre for child recruits, AFC 
has held an Outstanding Ofsted grade for welfare 
throughout.134 135 Ofsted has not reported the 
evidence of abuse, the very high trainee drop-
out rate, or the legally enforced restrictions on 
recruits’ right to leave.136

Army Training For Child Recruits: 
A Culture Of Abuse
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Weeding out
From the day the child recruit arrives to 
train, stress is piled onto them. Recruits are 
disoriented, ordered around, and punished 
for mistakes. Some begin to bully others, so 
do some of the staff. For six weeks, denied 
the right to leave and mostly cut off from 
friends and family, and with little private 
space, the child recruit has no way to 
remove themselves from harm’s way.

The cumulative psychological load 
splits trainees into a majority ‘in-group’, 
who fall into line, and an ‘out-group’, a 
large minority who either resist the new 
demands or cannot keep up with them.137 
While some in the in-group may thrive – and 
may be selected to provide testimonials 
for recruitment videos – the out-group 
suffers out of sight.

These pariah recruits bear the brunt of 
bullying by peers and staff. Young veterans 
and their parents have described daily 
experiences of social rejection, leading 
to low self-worth, emotional numbing, 
depression, despair, and/or suicidality.138 
The ostracised child recruit is likely to 
leave when they can or get thrown out 
as unwanted – a third of the army’s 
child recruits never reach the end 
of their training.139

As the stresses of military training ‘weed 
out’ the unwanted, those young recruits 
prone to suicide become young veterans 
prone to suicide, and largely overlooked. 
Military suicide statistics in the UK are 
still calculated on the deaths of serving 
personnel alone.140
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2.5. The young veteran’s 
predicament
The youngest veterans emerge from the 
armed forces with the stigma of rejection 
to face a precarious future. Not long ago 
they were in full-time education – most 
of their peers will still be there – and 
now they are ‘NEET’: not in employment, 
education, or training. Options for returning 
to education are now few, prospects for 
gainful employment uncertain.

A 2012 study found that nearly a half 
of veterans (all ages) who left the forces 
soon after joining had anxiety and/or 
depression.141 A fifth had PTSD,142 five 
times the rate found in the non-veteran 
population.143 An earlier study found 
that twice as many veterans who left 
the forces soon after joining had suicidal 
thoughts when compared to those who 
had longer careers.144

As noted earlier in Figure 4, veterans who 
joined up as children over the last two 
decades have been three times as likely as 
non-veterans of the same age to end their 
lives.145 Over a similar period, they have 
also had between two and three times 
the odds of long-term PTSD compared to 
same-age civilians from matched social 
backgrounds,146 and double the risk of 
alcohol misuse and of episodes of self-harm 
when compared with recruits who joined 
up older.147 This clearly disproportionate 
psychiatric burden is shown in Figure 7; the 
purple columns represent veterans who 
joined at the youngest ages.

Figure 7. Prevalence of 
mental health problems 

in veterans who joined 
the UK armed forces 

under age 17.5 versus 
A) other veterans, and 

B) civilians matched for 
age and socioeconomic 

background.148
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Charlotte’s son 
Marc joined the Army 
Foundation College in 
2016, aged 16.
[…] Just before he turned 16, Marc had a 
recruiting day at school for the army. He 
came home that evening elated and full of 
enthusiasm to sign up. My husband and I 
tried to convince Marc to get a trade or to 
join the army later in a skilled role, but he 
wanted to join up as soon as possible. He 
was full of thoughts of seeing the world, of 
travel, independence and high wages. […]

We took him to an open day at the Army 
Foundation College in Harrogate. All the 
staff were charming and made Marc feel 
like all his dreams could come true… 
Regrettably, I signed Marc up on that day…

After Marc turned 17, he came home for 
a week or two, and it was during this time 
that I realised all was not well at Harrogate. 
I overheard several conversations with 
his fellow recruits discussing ‘bathroom 
beatings’ and ‘things going too far’. Marc 
also let slip he had been in several pubs, 
bars and clubs in Leeds, and was actively 
encouraged to attend strip clubs by the staff 
members in charge of his group.

Marc struggles to talk about what happened 
at Harrogate… but we know that staff bullied 
and abused the young recruits, as well as 
encouraging fighting amongst peers… He 
and his fellow soldiers often reported feeling 
very low, but this was ignored by the staff.

Marc is a completely different person since 
his time at Harrogate. He has attempted 
suicide and his mental health is permanently 
damaged. He also sustained injuries while in 
army training which may turn out to be life-
changing. Marc had to go AWOL [Absent 
Without Leave] from the army, and was only 
discharged on mental health grounds after a 
long fight, just over one year ago.

I strongly believe that the Army Foundation 
College does not look after children’s 
mental health or well-being. It is an outdated 
institution where bullies thrive, and adults 
seek pleasure in seeing children broken… I 
am amazed the place is still allowed to ruin 
children’s lives. They govern themselves and 
the children are far too scared to speak up.

The adverts and the so-called ‘reality TV’ 
program which was aired on Harrogate 
are completely fake and promise a life 
which few young people can resist [but] 
institutionalised bullying and abuse of 
children is very much happening today… I 
hope and long for this to change.

Read Charlotte’s testimony in full online.

Charlotte's Story
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Early enlistment: 
an opportunity 
or a cause of 
harm?

Section Three
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A rights perspective
So far, we have focused on the precarious 
path of a 16-year-old army recruit who drops 
out of training, noting that their suicide risk 
at this point is three times that of a non-
veteran of the same age. To account for this, 
we have charted the recruit’s heightened 
vulnerability to stress due to their age and 
background, followed by their sustained 
exposure to stress during and after their 
time in the military.

All children, including those in adolescence, 
have a legal right to be safeguarded from 
undue harm, be it caused by sustained 
stress, mental coercion, or onerous legal 
obligations, all of which follow military 
enlistment.149 For these and related 
reasons, experts in adolescent health and 
development have repeatedly called for the 
enlistment age to be raised to 18.150 The 
neuroscientist Katharine Campbell writes:

"In the face of overwhelming evidence 
that childhood adversity, up to and 
including adolescence, renders young 
people especially vulnerable to long-
term alterations in brain structure 
and function, culminating in mental 
health problems and increased risk 
for suicide, it is particularly disturbing 
that the minimum age of enlistment 
into the British armed forces continues 
to be 16 years."151

The Trades Union Congress has argued 
that initial military training constitutes 
‘hazardous work’ as defined and banned by 
the Child Labour Convention,152 and the UN 
Committee on the Rights of the Child has 
said that all military work is incompatible 
with international children’s rights law and 
should be reserved for adulthood.153 The 
Children’s Commissioners for the UK have 
said the same.154
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The narrative of 
opportunity: a response
An alternative narrative of child enlistment 
from age 16 is that it offers a secure route 
out of unemployment for young people 
from deprived backgrounds. Ministers 
have suggested that raising the enlistment 
age to 18 would deny young people 
this opportunity.155

30 years ago, this argument might have 
held weight, since most young people 
joined the jobs market straight from school. 
Today, four in five (81%) young people from 
a background of deprivation, who form the 
army’s primary recruitment demographic, 
now continue in full-time education after 
age 16 to enhance their grades and thus 
their lifetime employment prospects (Figure 
10 in Appendix A).156 Most of the remaining 
fifth of deprived 16 year-olds are in full-time 
work.157 By continuing to enlist from 16, the 
armed forces are now much more likely to 
be drawing young people out of full-time 
education than saving from unemployment.

The position of those who do enlist at 
16 is highly insecure. At 16, an army 
recruit is much more likely to drop out 
of their training than a civilian is to drop 
out of a local college.158 As noted earlier, 
each year around 600 young recruits 
leave the army after a few months, or are 
dismissed as unwanted, at which point 
they face immediate and potentially 
lasting precarity. 159

Despite the army’s description of the 
Army Foundation College as ‘effectively 
a school’,160 the accredited education 
available to most recruits consists of 
short, sub-GCSE courses amounting to 
less than one day per week, as described 
in our briefing. Ofsted does not examine 
the suitability of the courses offered and 
discourages comparison with a school:

"AFC Harrogate is not a civilian  
sixth-form or further education college, 
despite the inclusion of “college” in 
its title. It is an army initial training 
establishment, and we inspect 
it as such."161

The legally binding obligations imposed 
on recruits also undermine their agency. A 
child recruited to the army has no right to 
leave in the first six weeks; if they try, the law 
still allows the army to impose a custodial 
sentence.162 163 A restricted right to leave 
at written notice is then available, but from 
age 18 recruits are automatically locked into 
the army until they turn 22.164 These terms 
could not be imposed on any civilian of any 
age in any kind of work or education, with 
or without their consent.

In summary, the enlistment of children from 
age 16 poorly resembles an opportunity, 
insofar as the word implies a promising 
path freely chosen. To the contrary, the 
policy tends to draw young people out of 
full-time education, offers only rudimentary 
accredited education when compared 
to a civilian college, and prevents them 
from leaving for an extended period. The 
large number who leave in their discharge 
window or are dismissed by the army carry 
a markedly elevated risk of mental illness 
and few prospects for returning to full-time 
education or finding work.
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Joe's Story
Joe joined the Army 
Foundation College in 
2013, aged 16.
The following is a short excerpt 
from his longer testimony, 
which describes a year of abuse.
One corporal is ok, all the rest are cold and 
uncaring, or worse. They can see we’re new and 
we’re scared, but if you ask for help, it’s ‘Piss off, 
you,’ or ‘Shut the f*** up.’ […] A decent person 
would try to talk to you, ‘How are we feeling, 
gents – yeah, it’s hard isn’t it, right?’ But not these 
guys. I’d say the staff at Harrogate fall into three 
categories. The first is psychopathic. The second 
is just cold. The third is the good guy who’s being 
tough for show.

And some of them are just foul, like this one 
physical training instructor who’s an animal to 
us. First time we meet him, he puts us all in the 
press-up position apart from this one kid he 
doesn’t like. He makes that kid say, ‘Raise, lower, 
raise, lower…’ It’s to turn us against that recruit, 
make us resent him. The corporal knows that 
when we’re all back together and the lights are 
turned off, things will happen, and they do, and 
they encourage that, the corporals. […]

Another time, they announce a tattoo check. 
We’re ordered to strip to our underwear and 
stand on the line, then to pull up our pants 
so they can see everything but our genitals. 
The corporal walks down the line bantering 
with those he likes and then he comes to me. 
And he tells me, as I’m almost naked, what he 
thinks of my body. He starts from my head and 
he goes down, and he laughs. He just makes 
fun of my body in front of the entire platoon. 
What a man. […]

This isn’t the public image of [AFC] Harrogate, 
of course, because they fake that. One time, 
some visitors have arrived and the corporals 
make us wait by the obstacle course until 

these guests come round the corner. Then we’re 
all told to work like a team to impress them. It’s 
a stunt. We’re not being thrashed that day, of 
course – if civilians or TV cameras come into an 
army camp, you’ll have the best food of your life 
and you’ll get a completely different experience 
from normal. It’s all a performance, though. Like 
when we’re told to fill out a survey about our 
experience of training and there’s a question 
about whether I feel safe and I’ve answered ‘No’, 
but the company sergeant major is watching – 
he comes to read my screen and I change my 
answer and he walks away…

Apparently, Ofsted talk to recruits, but if they’d 
asked me, I wouldn’t have told them the truth – 
because the people I’d be talking about literally 
have the power to put me in prison. The truth is 
that the friends I met in that place were broken by 
it. It gave them PTSD, and me as well. Harrogate 
is dangerous but a recruit can’t just say that to a 
visitor – it’s too risky.

I’d have gone home – I wanted to – but in the 
first six weeks you don’t have a right of discharge. 
This ‘college’ can literally put you in prison if you 
leave it – we’re not students, we’re soldiers. Even 
leaving the camp gets you arrested. [Note: any 
recruit who tries to leave in the first six weeks is 
charged as Absent Without Leave and arrested; 
later in Joe’s testimony, a Sergeant-Major 
threatens him with prison if he tries to leave.] 
And at the end of the six weeks, we’re all told that 
our right of discharge has come to an end, which 
is actually the opposite of the truth. […] And 
bullying is everywhere.

For the few who come out reinvented, great, but 
it’s a tiny minority, absolutely tiny. Of the rest, 
some quit, some just get on with it, and some 
are left traumatised. It’s a very dangerous policy 
[enlistment at age 16] because you’re attracting 
all kinds of people who don’t want to be there, 
and they’re leaving more damaged than when 
they went in. That’s exactly what happened 
to me and most of my friends.

Read Joe’s testimony in full online.
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It then showed that child recruits are 
particularly stress prone due to their 
adolescence and a common background 
of childhood trauma; and that their early 
military experiences – well before they 
may be sent to war – can also be highly 
stressful. In summary:

• Adolescent young people from 
troubled backgrounds with heightened 
susceptibility to stress are sought by the 
army for basic combat roles.

• They then undergo a continuously 
stressful process of military 
reconditioning (and often abuse) 
designed to induce obedience and 
‘weed out’ unsuitable recruits.

• While most child recruits pass out 
of training, a large proportion drop 
out with stress-related mental health 
problems, carrying multiple major risk 
factors for suicidality.

• Overall, the impact of early life stress, 
stressful military experiences, and then 
the stresses of transition to civilian 
life with little social support and poor 
socioeconomic prospects, result 
in a high mental health burden for 
these young people.

Finally, the report set out why common 
arguments in favour of enlisting under the 
age of 18 lack evidence and coherence. 
While some child recruits may benefit from 
enlisting early, the overwhelming evidence 
shows that the policy is harmful to mental 
health and socio-economic prospects 
in the long term.

We believe that this report adds to 
the strong public health and children’s 
rights case for reserving military work 
for adulthood. In view of the evidence 
presented here, raising the enlistment 
age to 18 would lead to improved mental 
health outcomes for the 2,000+ or 
so 16- and 17-year-olds who are now 
enlisted every year.

Raising the enlistment age to 18 would 
not deny anyone the option of a military 
career path, only defer it. Most of 
today’s adolescent recruits would not be 
unemployed but in full-time education like 
almost all other young people, including 
those from deprived backgrounds. The 
option of joining up would remain open 
to them when they reached adulthood, 
psychologically and physically more robust 
and better able to make an informed choice 
in their own interests. This is the norm 
in most of the rest of the world.

Conclusion and 
Recommendations
This report began by showing that military suicide in the 
UK is concentrated among those who enlist into the army 
under the age of 18, and particularly among those who 
drop out of initial training.
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We have a single recommendation 
to make:

1. In the mental health and socio-economic 
interests of young people, raise the minimum age 
for enlistment into the UK armed forces to 18.

The change would honour the strong recommendation 
of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child,165 which 
enjoys the support of the Children’s Commissioners for 
each nation of the UK,166 numerous health experts167 and 
children’s rights organisations,168 the public (as represented 
by polling),169 and the families traumatised by their experience 
of child enlistment.170

As we have argued elsewhere, the transition to all-adult 
armed forces would bring operational and economic 
benefits to the armed forces.171

On the evidence, it would also mean that fewer young 
people end their lives.
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The figures below show:
• The impact of initial military training on 

the resilience of child recruits at the 
Army Foundation College (Figure 8);

• The high rate of attempted suicide in US 
army training relative to the rate seen 
during or after a first deployment to a 
war zone (Figure 9);

• The steadily increasing proportion of 16- 
and 17-year-olds continuing in full-time 
education and work-based learning in 
England (Figure 10);

Appendix A: further figures

• The high prevalence of anxiety 
and depression in the armed forces 
compared to working civilians, 
particularly in the younger age 
group (Figure 11); and

• The elevated rate of sexual 
violence against girls aged under 18 
in the armed forces, as measured by 
formal complaints made (Figure 12).

Figure 8. British army 
recruits aged 16-17½: 

resilience, self-efficacy, 
and emotional regulation 

before and after initial 
military training 

(2021–22)172.
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Figure 9. US army: rate 
of suicide attempts at 
three peak-risk points 
in early military career 
(2004–2009)173

Figure 10. 16 and 17 
year olds continuing 
in full-time education, 
work-based learning, 
and not in education, 
employment or training 
(NEET) (England, 1985-
2019) 174
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Figure 11. Prevalence 
of common mental 
disorders (anxiety/
depression) in the 

UK armed forces and 
the working population, 

by age group 
(2004–2009)175

Figure 12. Armed forces: 
complaints of rape and 
sexual assault made to 

service police by girls 
aged under 18, with 

civilian comparison for 
the same age group, rate 

by year (2015-2021)176
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Appendix B: data tables
Military 
branch/arm

Average 
number of male 

personnel177

Confirmed 
suicides178

Average 
suicides 
per year

Crude annual 
suicide rate 
per 100,000 

personnel

ARMY 91,186 185 9.3 10.1

Infantry 24,933 64 3.2 12.8

Exc. Infantry 66,253 121 6.1 9.1

NAVY 33,422 46 2.3 6.9

Marines 6,628 10 0.5 7.5

Exc. Marines 26,794 36 1.8 6.7

AIR FORCE 36,791 36 1.8 4.9

Age at entry Intake179 
(missing data 

2005/06 - 2006/07)

Estimated intake 
adjusted for 

missing data180

Suicides181 Odds ratio

16-17 25,075 28,561 36 2.3

(95% Cl 1.4-3.7  
p = 0.0013)

18+ 45,320 50,356 28 1

(reference)

Other Ranks 42,686 47,429

Officer Cadets182 2,634 2,927

Data for figure 2 – 
suicides among British 
armed forces personnel, 
by military branch (males, 
2001–2020).

British infantry, 2001–
2020: odds of in-service 
suicide by age at 
enlistment
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"I believe the policy of recruiting for 
military service from age 16 is due a 
review. This report highlights some 
alarming themes, particularly the risks of 
mental illness as well as suicide in young 
personnel and veterans, some of whom 
might already be vulnerable prior to joining 
the military. While recruitment from age 16 
continues, careful oversight of the policy 
is extremely important, as are proper care 
and supervision. The training environment 
should be nurturing, where physical, verbal 
and sexual threats, bullying and abuse 
have no place. Regulations governing 
recruits' conditions of service should 
also be nurturing and not stifling of 
young people's options. Staff should 
be accountable at all times."

Prof Walter Busuttil, 
Consultant Psychiatrist,  
Director of Research and Training 
at Combat Stress, and Visiting Professor 
at King's College, London

"We are unusual in the UK in recruiting 
at age 16 for our armed services. In 
bringing new insight into the impact of 
early enlistment on mental health, this 
report merits wide and careful attention. 
The reader will appreciate why the age 
at which we recruit ought to be a live 
question."

Lord Browne of Ladyton, 
Former Secretary of State for Defence

"This carefully researched and 
compelling report highlights the increased 
risk of suicide among young armed forces 
personnel and veterans compared with 
their peer groups in the general population. 
But this is not just a matter of numbers. 
Each death by suicide is a tragedy, with 
devastating long-term effects on whole 
families. Although it is tempting to blame 
such suicides on previous life events, 
such as childhood adversity, the robust 
evidence presented here shows clearly 
that the at times harsh nature of early 
military experience, including training, 
increases substantially the likelihood of 
this catastrophic outcome."

Dr Katharine Campbell, 
Author and Neuroscientist
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