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

Read time: 5 min. 

 

The UK armed forces are highly unusual internationally in enlisting high numbers of 16- and 17-year-

olds.1 In 2023–24, more than a third of the Army’s intake was under 18 at the point of joining up; more 

new recruits were 16 than any other age.2 These youngest recruits tend to come from deprived areas3 

and are mainly sought for low-skilled, high-risk infantry jobs.4 

This briefing makes the case for transition to an all-adult military in the UK. The change would: 

• Safeguard children from the impacts of early enlistment, including onerous legal obligations, a 

high risk of dropping out, common experiences of maltreatment, and mental health problems. 

• Encourage more young people to continue in full-time education up to age 18 to enhance their 

qualifications for lifelong employment, while leaving open the option of enlisting thereafter. 

• Support modernisation of the armed forces with a simpler, more cost-efficient recruitment and 

training model. 

• Make a valuable contribution towards a global end to all use of children for military purposes. 

Obligations 

A 16-year-old Army recruit assumes obligations that could not be imposed on civilians at any age.5 In the 

first six weeks, they cannot leave service,6 have visitors, or leave the training compound.7 Mobiles are 

confiscated, except for one short phone call each evening.8 After six weeks, a restricted discharge 

window then opens, but from their 18th birthday they are locked into service for the next four years.9  

Consent 

While parental consent is required, parents are not informed of the risks and obligations of military life 

before enlistment,10 11 nor can they withdraw consent afterwards. The UN has twice warned that the 

UK’s arrangements for seeking consent from recruits and their parents are ‘insufficient’.12  

Education 

Initial soldier training takes place at the Army Foundation College (AFC), which is inspected by Ofsted for 

its duty of care but is exempt from the education standards that apply in a civilian college.13 14 Most 

recruits spend less than one day a week in accredited courses, which are below the standard of 

GCSEs.15 16 The Army believes that enhancing trainee education ‘risks discouraging’ recruitment.17 

Abuse 

Former recruits have told CRIN that trainees at AFC were routinely slapped, punched, and kicked by 

staff. They were also shouted at, laughed at, and intentionally humiliated in front of their peers, which 

they said led to long-term problems with mental health.18 

Despite holding an Ofsted ‘outstanding’ grade for welfare for a decade. AFC’s record during this period 

includes multiple allegations of child abuse: 

• 75 complaints of violence by instructors against recruits have been recorded since 2014;19 

• An instructor was convicted in 2023 of the serial sexual abuse of several female recruits in his 

charge, all aged under 18,20 which had gone unchallenged for ten months;21 

• Between August 2022 and July 2023, 13 sexual offences at AFC, including nine of rape, were 

referred to local police;22 and 

• A survey of female recruits at AFC in 2020 found that 48% had experienced bullying, 

harassment, or discrimination during training and only 30% said they would report such 

behaviour if they witnessed it.23 
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Mental health 

The adolescent brain, particularly in teenagers with a stressful childhood background, is vulnerable to 

prolonged stress,24 and the Army’s research has found an ‘erosion of resilience’ in recruits at AFC.25 

• Compared with the most economically deprived fifth of civilians aged 16–19 over two decades, 

serving soldiers of the same age have been nearly twice as likely to end their lives, and same-

age veterans three times as likely.26 

• Over a similar period, 56% of infantry suicides have been of soldiers who joined under 18.27 

• Recruits enlisted age 16–17½ have suffered disproportionate rates of long-term stress-related 

mental health problems compared to both to older joiners and to civilians of the same age and 

social background.28 

Socioeconomic risk 

Four out of five of disadvantaged 16-year-olds in England now continue in full-time education from age 

16, with a high rate of retention.29 30 Accordingly, and as the MoD accepts,31 early enlistment is more 

likely to bring full-time education to an end than lift a young person out of unemployment. Those who do 

leave education for the Army are employed only precariously, since 33% drop out of their training, which 

leaves them out of work and education and consequently vulnerable.32 33 

Although the Army argues that its youngest recruits rise through the ranks the fastest,34 this is not so. 

Soldiers who joined up aged under 18 between 2006 and 2009 and were still in service a decade later 

were half as likely as adult recruits to have reached the rank of sergeant or above.35 

Military benefits of change 

Transition to all-adult armed forces would bring many benefits. Recruits would be more mature and 

robust, more likely to finish training, and deployable sooner – all without the legal and practical 

complexities of employing children. 

The change would be highly cost-effective. It costs £170,000 to train a 16-year-old for the infantry and 

only £71,000 to train an adult to the same standard,36 albeit for a career one-third shorter on average.37 

An all-adult recruitment model would save c. £50m per year,38 which could be used to improve retention. 

The change is also feasible. The Navy and RAF already take relatively few child recruits. We have 

shown elsewhere that the Army, having downsized, can now also move with ease to all-adult 

recruitment.39 Specifically, the Army will have reduced to around 72,500 personnel by 2025 to be 29% 

smaller than it was in 2012.40 Many recruits who now join up at 16 would still do so at 18, having had the 

opportunity to spend two more years in full-time education in the interim. 

International significance 

Three-quarters of armed forces worldwide now recruit only adults from age 18.41 The growing global 

consensus that military work should be reserved for adulthood has already safeguarded countless 

children against its hazards and obligations, but many more remain at risk. The UK, by continuing to 

enlist from age 16, lends tacit encouragement to other states to follow suit. It could instead discourage 

the recruitment of children worldwide by making the transition itself to all-adult armed forces. 

Support for change 

The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child,42 the UK Children’s Commissioners,43 major children’s 

organisations,44 and human rights groups45 have all called for an end to child enlistment, as have health 

professionals,46 faith groups,47 trade unions,48 and veterans.49 The House of Commons Defence 

Committee has repeatedly challenged the MoD to account for its dependence on underage recruits.50  

Three-quarters of the public now believe that enlistment should be reserved for adulthood, according to a 

2022 YouGov poll.51 Only 1 in 5 think otherwise, and only 1 in 10 in the 16–24 age group. 

____________________________ 

Revised September 2024. Contact: Jim Wyke, jim@crin.org   
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