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The British army:
Estimated recruitment requirement of an all-adult force

Summary

The British armed forces recruit around 2,000 minors (aged 16 or 17) each year, of which more than 80 per
cent join the army.' The UK is unique in Europe and unusual worldwide in allowing its armed forces to recruit
from age 16.2 The policy has been widely challenged.?

Ending the enlistment of minors would reduce the army’s recruitment pool overall, but it would also save
around £50 million per year, a substantial sum that could be used to attract and retain more adult recruits.*
Further, the pool of 16 and 17 year olds available to the armed forces is dwindling. In 2003, 24 per cent of 16
year olds left education to join the jobs market; by 2011 the proportion had fallen by more than half, to 10 per
cent,® and it continues to fall.®

This briefing estimates the number of additional adult recruits that the army would have to enlist if it stopped
recruiting minors. Three scenarios are explored, based on varying proportions of the army’s current intake of
minors who would still join as adults if 18 were the minimum enlistment age.

Based on the ‘medium’ scenario, which estimates that 50 per cent of the current intake of minors would still
have joined as adults, the army would need to recruit an additional 646 adult recruits in order to sustain the
current flow of personnel to its ‘trained strength’. In other scenarios, the additional recruitment varies between
191 and 1,101

Calculations
In 2014-15, the army enlisted 7,650 soldiers, of whom 1,820 were minors and 5,830 adults.”

Trainee drop-out rates differ between the two age groups in a long-established pattern. For example, between
2010-11 and 2012-13, 35.9 per cent of enlisted minors left the army during training, versus 25.0 per cent of
adult recruits.® Table 1 uses these rates to estimate that, of the total intake of 1,820 minors in 2014-15, 1,167
complete their training to join the army’s ‘trained strength’.

Table 1: Current intake of enlisted soldiers aged under 18
with expected drop-out rates (2014-15)

Intake 2014-15 1,820
Expected to drop-out (%) 35.9%
Expected to drop-out (n) 653
Expected to progress to trained strength 1,167

Table 2 estimates the proportion of the 1,820 recruits who now enlist aged 16 or 17 would still enlist if 18 were
the minimum age for entry (called here deferred-entry adult recruits). The table explores three scenarios, in
which the number of deferred-entry adult recruits would be: a) low (25 per cent); b) medium (50 per cent); and c)
high (75 per cent). For example, the ‘medium’ scenario assumes that 50 per cent of recruits who now enlist as
minors would still have enlisted as adults, had 18 been the minimum age for entry.

On these bases, Table 2 further calculates the number of additional adult recruits that would be required to
ensure that the overall number of soldiers entering the trained strength remains the same as it is now. Row B of
the table shows that, based on the ‘medium’ scenario, the army would need to attract 646 adult recruits, in



addition to those who now join younger but would still join aged 18. This is equivalent to an 11 per cent increase
in the current adult intake.

Table 2:

Three recruitment scenarios for adult-only enlistment, based on a low, medium, and high proportion of
the 1,820 soldiers who now enlist as minors (2014-15) and would still have joined the army if 18 were
the minimum age for entry (i.e. ‘deferred-entry adult recruits’)

Low Medium High

(25%) (50%) (75%)

A. Intake of deferred-entry adult recruits 455 910 1,365
Expected to drop out (25.0%) 14 228 341
Expected to join trained strength 34 683 1,024
B. Required additional adult intake 1,101 646 191
Expected to drop out (25.0%) 275 162 48
Expected to join trained strength 826 485 143
C. Total intake progressing to trained strength 1,167 1,167 1,167
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