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The all-volunteer force may finally have reached its breaking point.

During the first years of  the recent wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, many military

experts worried that the constant deployments would “break” the force since they

expected that fewer young Americans would volunteer to serve in a wartime

military. Thankfully, that didn’t happen. Yet a perilous recruiting crisis began just

after the United States fully withdrew from Afghanistan last summer, and it shows
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no sign of  abating anytime soon. As a result, the U.S. military is shrinking, not

because of  any strategic choices, but simply because there aren’t enough qualified

volunteers — and that may have enormous implications for the U.S. strategic

position in an increasingly uncertain and dangerous world. 

How bad is the recruiting crisis? During the last fiscal year, the Army missed its

recruiting goal by 15,000 active-duty soldiers, or 25 percent of  its target. This

shortfall forced the Army to cut its planned active-duty end strength from 476,000

to 466,000. And the current fiscal year is likely to be even worse. Army officials

project that active end strength could shrink by as much as 20,000 soldiers by

September, down to 445,000. That means that the nation’s primary land force

could plummet by as much as 7 percent in only two years — at a time when its

missions are increasing in Europe and even in the Pacific, where the Army

provides many of  the critical wartime theater enablers without which the other

services cannot function.

BECOME A MEMBER

The other services barely met their active-duty recruiting goals last year, but it will

be harder for them to do so in 2023. They all accelerated their delayed entry

applicants at the end of  the last fiscal year, leaving them with a far shallower pool

to draw from this year. The Marine Corps may be able to compensate for this

problem because its outstanding retention rates last year enabled it to lower its

recruiting goal. It may be able to do so again this year. But the Navy and the Air

Force face greater recruiting headwinds. Both started with deeper holes in their

pool of  delayed entry applicants, offered extensive financial bonuses, and took a

wide range of  other one-time measures — such as the Navy increasing the

maximum enlistment age from 39 to 41. Furthermore, Navy and Air Force

recruiters took advantage of  the release of  Top Gun: Maverick, which, like its 1986
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predecessor, was the highest-grossing film of  the year. A recent analysis showed

that the original Top Gun boosted recruiting by 8 percent. To the extent that the

sequel helped boost Navy and Air Force enlistments in 2022, their recruiting holes

could be even deeper in 2023. Indeed, the Air Force just announced that will likely

fail to meet its recruiting goals across all three of  its components.

Why is this happening now? Part of  it, no doubt, is that the end of  the war in

Afghanistan makes military service seem less compelling. For the first time in

almost 20 years, American troops are no longer fighting abroad to keep insurgents

and terrorists at bay. Unemployment is low, which always makes it harder to

recruit — and the tight labor market has also forced many companies to increase

wages and offer compelling incentives to attract the best talent. But two other sets

of  factors are interacting in complex ways that make it almost impossible to

determine which are having the greatest effect.

First, the number of  young people who are eligible to serve in the military dropped

precipitously last year — from an already low figure of  29 percent to a shocking 23

percent — largely due to the effects of  the COVID-19 pandemic. Levels of

depression, anxiety, and other mental health conditions exploded among young

Americans (and many not-so-young Americans), who faced sometimes extreme

levels of  social isolation. School closures and remote instruction have caused test

scores to decline dramatically throughout the country (and the world), and scores

on the ASVAB, the military’s standardized test for potential recruits, declined by as

much as 9 percent. Shuttered schools also made it extremely difficult for recruiters

to meet with young people and develop the personal relationships that are so

essential for their jobs. And youth obesity rates — which have long been one of  the

biggest reasons for military ineligibility — increased from 19 percent to 22 percent

during the pandemic. Few of  these statistics will rebound quickly — and some may

never recover to their pre-pandemic levels.
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Though improving eligibility is extremely important, as we discuss below, it alone

cannot solve the recruiting crisis. The second, and much more challenging, factor

involves military propensity — the number of  young people who are interested in

serving in the military. Only 13 percent of  young Americans said they would

consider military service before the pandemic, and that already paltry figure

shrank to just 9 percent last year. That number is simply not high enough to ensure

the stable flow of  recruits upon which the all-volunteer force relies. Two sets of

survey data help explain why propensity may be declining.

First, the number of  Americans expressing confidence in the U.S. military has

plummeted in the past few years. To be clear, American confidence in almost all

major U.S. institutions has declined, with data from Gallup showing that it reached

an all-time average low of  just 27 percent in 2022. Compared to that dismal

statistic, the fact that 64 percent of  survey respondents expressed confidence in the

military last year is a strong endorsement indeed. Yet that figure was 72 percent in

2020 and 69 percent in 2021 — marking an 8 percentage point drop in only two

years. More disturbingly, the Reagan National Defense Survey found even steeper

declines, with confidence in the U.S. military dropping from 70 percent in 2018 to

just 45 percent in 2021 (before rebounding slightly to 48 percent in 2022).

Second, there are some early indications that fewer people in and around the

military are willing to recommend military service to young people. In 2019,

almost 75 percent of  military families said they would recommend military service

to someone they care about. Yet that figure dropped to just under 63 percent in

2021, another sharp decline in just two years. Since 80 percent of  the young people

who join the military today have a family member in the military — and 25–30

percent have a parent in the military — it may well be that more military families

are steering their children away from uniformed service toward civilian careers.

It’s difficult to assess the exact causes of  these rapidly declining numbers, since as

with eligibility, many different trends are converging at once. The chaotic U.S.

withdrawal from Afghanistan is almost certainly one of  the reasons, as most
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Americans disapproved of  the way in which the Biden administration executed the

withdrawal (including many who generally supported the decision to withdraw).

Another is the increasing perception that U.S. military leaders are becoming too

involved in politics, partly due to several controversies surrounding Chairman of

the Joint Chiefs of  Staff General Mark Milley. And the ever-increasing rates of

sexual assault in the military became far more widely known after the tragic

disappearance and death of  Specialist Vanessa Guillen in 2020, and the subsequent

disciplining of  14 Army officials at Fort Hood. Indeed, in a fall 2021 survey, 30

percent of  Americans aged 16 to 24 said that the possibility of  sexual harassment

or assault was one of  the main reasons why they would not consider joining the

U.S. military. (The Guillen case also led Congress to pass sweeping reforms of  the

military justice system last year, which may eventually help alleviate such

concerns.)

Furthermore, partisans on both sides of  the political divide are publicly

highlighting different problems facing the military, which may deter their

followers (and their followers’ children) from considering military service.

Democrats, for example, have publicly expressed worries about the small but

significant problem of  extremists in the military. Many Democrats, especially

Senator Kirsten Gillibrand, have also long criticized the military’s seeming

inability to make significant progress addressing its problems with sexual

harassment and assault, and they may continue to do so if  the judicial reforms

mentioned above prove insufficient.

Republicans, by contrast, play down the extremist issue and instead focus on what

they call the increasing “wokeness” of  the military. Even though Chairman Milley,

leaders from all services, and outside experts have strongly rejected such claims,

some Republican members of  Congress continue to push this narrative, even

accusing the military of  using “cherry-picked data” in ways that obscure these

problems. In November, for example, the offices of  Senator Marco Rubio and

Representative Chip Roy published a report called Woke Warfighters, which
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accuses the Biden administration of  weakening military strength by promoting

critical race theory, supporting sex-reassignment procedures, and promoting

LGBTQ+ individuality. In a recent survey, almost half  of  Republicans agreed with

the statement that “‘woke practices undermining military effectiveness” was one of

the reasons for their decreased confidence in the U.S. military. And now that

Republicans have regained control of  the House of  Representatives, they are

planning to push back hard on these issues by focusing on what Representative Jim

Jordan called “getting rid of  all of  the ‘woke’ in our military.”

Addressing these complicated and multifold challenges will not be simple or swift.

There are no magic solutions that will suddenly make more young people eligible

to serve, or easily reverse the increasingly skeptical youth attitudes toward the

military. Increasing the propensity to serve will require long-term efforts that

bridge the ever-widening gap between the American people and their military.

And though all of  the services are taking a variety of  measures to address these

problems, more remains to be done to ensure not just the readiness of  the military

but also the sustained viability of  an all-volunteer force.

Here are several actions the military services — and the nation as a whole —

should be undertaking now to help reverse these trends.

Improving Eligibility

Expand Programs like the Army’s Future Soldier Preparatory Course

One of  the most successful efforts to expand recruit eligibility has been an Army

program called the Future Soldier Preparatory Course. This clever initiative

provides academic and fitness coaching to prospective recruits who fall short in

one or both of  these areas but are otherwise eligible to serve. Last year, more than

92 percent of  the participants — almost 3,000 soldiers — successfully graduated

into basic training, leading the Army to expand this program considerably in 2023.

And preliminary evidence indicates that the graduates of  this course are being
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selected for leadership positions during basic training at a slightly higher rate than

regular recruits, though it is too early to tell whether that will be a significant trend

over time.

The clear success of  this innovative approach suggests that similar programs

should be adopted by the other services to help address their recruiting shortfalls.

Doing so in the near term could help overcome some of  the lower academic and

fitness scores caused by the pandemic. Over time, they could also provide a unique

opportunity to include a wider range of  prospective service members who hail

from vastly disparate and often uneven educational backgrounds. But these

programs will also have an immediate benefit for military recruiters, who

currently invest a great deal of  time and energy helping potential recruits meet the

fitness standards. Centralizing such efforts is not only far more efficient, but it also

frees recruiters to focus on their core mission: finding and establishing

relationships with more young people and encouraging them to consider military

service.

Eliminate the Rule Against Permitting Recruits with Dependents

The U.S. military currently prevents any unmarried young man or woman who has

a legal dependent — usually, though not always, a child — from serving on active

duty. Perversely, this prohibition ends when initial entry training is complete,

usually a few months later. Anyone who gains a dependent after that time may

continue serving — and, according to the latest data, almost 4 percent of  active-

duty service members are single parents. Disqualifying single parents entirely

from joining the military (or incentivizing costly legal acrobatics to qualify) makes

no sense in the world in which we live today — and doesn’t reflect the sensible and

supportive rules for single troops with dependents already in uniform. In fact,

cadets at the service academies are now allowed to continue their studies if  they

become parents, as long as they grant temporary guardianship to someone else.

The same rule applies to all single military parents and dual-military parents, who

must have an approved family care plan that identifies a temporary caregiver when
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they deploy on operations or face unexpected absences. It is long past time to

extend similar policies to anyone who seeks to join the military, for either the

officer or enlisted ranks.

Allow People with Treatable Mental Health Conditions to Serve

Mental health issues among young people have been increasing for a long time,

and that trend escalated greatly during the pandemic. However, many people who

suffer from depression, anxiety, and other disorders can be effectively treated with

commonly prescribed medications. According to the American Psychiatric

Association, for example, 55–65 percent of  diagnosed children and adolescents

respond well to initial treatment with antidepressant medication. The U.S. military

has long allowed those in uniform to continue serving while taking such

medications — but it inexplicably continues to bar people on those medications

from joining the force. The U.S. military should not reject otherwise qualified
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applicants from serving based on outdated stereotypes of  mental health

treatments. And, frankly, it can no longer afford to do so when such treatments are

increasingly common across every segment of  the U.S. population.

Instead of  being automatically rejected, potential recruits should be allowed to

serve if  they can produce a verifiable letter from their doctor that answers the

following three questions. These are slightly revised versions of  the three

questions — which are the only three questions — that a security clearance

investigator may ask a treating physician:

Does the applicant have a condition or treatment that could impair his or her

ability to serve effectively in the U.S. military?

If  so, please describe the nature of  the condition and the extent and duration of

the treatment.

What is the prognosis?

If  the answer to the first question is “no,” and the prognosis is assessed as good or

better, the applicant should be automatically allowed to enlist. If  the answer to the

first question is “yes,” but the second question identifies the issue as one which has

a limited extent or duration, the applicant should be allowed to enter the system as

a delayed applicant and to enter training once they have a letter where the answer

to the first question is “no.”

Eliminate the Blanket Prohibition Against the Past Use of Marijuana While Continuing Drug
Testing During the Recruiting Process and Beyond

Societal attitudes toward marijuana use have changed rapidly over the past decade.

Today, recreational marijuana has been legalized in 21 states, Washington D.C., and

Guam — which together account for more than 47 percent of  Americans aged 15 to

24. This means that almost half  of  the target recruiting population lives in places

where the drug is legal under state law, and many young people may not

understand — or care — that it remains illegal under federal law. The U.S. military

has long prided itself  on being a relatively drug-free force, and it should remain so

https://www.psychiatry.org/getattachment/d3a247f6-ac47-423a-b833-d32e9ba6c9a4/Resource-Document-2006-FederalPersonnelInvestigations.pdf
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/articles/where-is-marijuana-legal-a-guide-to-marijuana-legalization
https://www.census.gov/data/datasets/time-series/demo/popest/2020s-state-detail.html#par_textimage_2063038847


— but it makes little sense to automatically exclude otherwise eligible recruits

because they have used marijuana in the past. Indeed, research has shown that

Army recruits who received waivers for low levels of  marijuana use in the past

performed just as well as other soldiers. It makes far more sense to disregard low

levels of  past use and instead focus on continuing rigorous drug-testing regimes

during the recruit application process, throughout training, and regularly across

the force. Maintaining a drug-free force should begin during the recruiting

process, not in adolescence.

Increasing Propensity

Get the U.S. Military Out to Meet the American People

Though the all-volunteer force has been a tremendous success by almost any

measure, it has one tremendous Achilles’ heel: It created an ever–worsening gap

between the U.S. military and the nation it serves. As noted above, the young

people who are most likely to enlist in the U.S. military today are those who know it

the best — those who have a relative, especially a parent, who is already serving.

But that pool is far from large enough to support the long-term health of  the force

— and Americans all around the country deserve to see and touch the remarkable

military their tax dollars pay for. Most Americans are deeply ignorant about the

U.S. military, so expanding their personal connections with those in uniform is an

important first step toward increasing propensity.

Doing so will require the U.S. military to actively reach out to populations in ways

that it simply has not done before. The Army, for example, recently started a

program that partners combat divisions with recruiting brigades in a number of

large cities around the country to help more Americans meet people in uniform

and see the capabilities of  such units. Most of  the other services could find a way to

do similar events, whether at air shows or fleet weeks, that showcase both their

people and their platforms. Moreover, the services should expand their recruiter

assistance programs, which send successful young troops back to their hometown

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR4431.html
https://www.amazon.com/Soldiers-Civilians-Civil-Military-American-International/dp/0262561425?asin=0262561425&revisionId=&format=4&depth=1
https://www.amazon.com/Warriors-Citizens-American-Views-Military/dp/0817919341
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/jfq/jfq-64/jfq-64_60-66_Skelton.pdf?ver=zxK186C95gy1tYh7YuvtaQ==
https://press.armywarcollege.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3035&context=parameters
https://slideplayer.com/slide/10367507/
https://s3.us-east-1.amazonaws.com/files.cnas.org/hero/documents/CNASReport-WarriorCast-Final.pdf?mtime=20170427115046&focal=none
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/10/us/military-enlistment.html
https://www.militarytimes.com/pay-benefits/2021/10/07/two-thirds-of-military-teens-want-to-follow-in-their-parents-footsteps-but-these-kids-are-not-okay-survey-finds/
https://www.amazon.com/Warriors-Citizens-American-Views-Military/dp/0817919341
https://www.cnas.org/events/virtual-fireside-chat-recruitment-retention-and-quality-of-life-in-the-force-honorable-christine-wormuth-secretary-of-the-army
https://www.airforce.com/thunderbirds/schedule
https://fleetweeksf.org/
https://recruiting.army.mil/support_recruiting/
https://www.recruiting.af.mil/About-Us/Fact-Sheets/Display/Article/931830/recruiter-assistance-program-rap/
https://www.mcrc.marines.mil/Resources/Command-Recruiting-Program/
https://www.dcmilitary.com/tester/news/local/programs-return-sailors-to-hometowns-to-assist-recruiting-efforts/article_f8b1cfcc-71fb-5020-8d35-9021b556c963.html


to connect with recruiters and to help their friends and peers learn about life in the

military. The services should provide additional incentives for participation in

these programs, and they should enroll more personnel who have served for more

than a year to share their experiences. Unit commanders at all levels should also

encourage their subordinates to participate in outreach activities at their local high

schools and service organizations whenever they do return home.

Expand Junior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps Programs and Offer Optional Civics Classes
Through Them

We strongly endorse the recommendation from the 2020 National Commission on

Military, National, and Public Service to expand the Junior Reserve Officers’

Training Corps (JROTC) program. This program, which is offered in secondary

schools throughout the country, provides leadership and citizenship instruction to

more than half  a million high school students each year and exposes them to the

U.S. military without obliging them to join. To be clear, no student should ever be

forced by school administrators to participate in a Junior Reserve Officers’ Training

Corps program, and the Department of  Defense has stressed that doing so violates

its program guidelines. But the Junior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps program

has some notable benefits, including opportunities for leadership, self-discipline,

and character development — and, as discussed below, they help many young

Americans gain some familiarity with the U.S. military. Yet, as one study found, the

Junior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps program is disproportionately

concentrated throughout the south and is underrepresented in almost two-thirds

of  U.S. states.

https://www.volckeralliance.org/sites/default/files/attachments/Final%20Report%20-%20National%20Commission.pdf
https://www.defense.gov/Contact/Help-Center/Article/Article/2742332/junior-reserve-officers-training-corps/
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/natsec/IF11313.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/11/us/jrotc-schools-mandatory-automatic-enrollment.html
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/natsec/IF11313.pdf
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1712.html


As the figure shows, just under 16 percent of  American youth live in the six states

(plus the District of  Columbia) where more than 40 percent of  public high schools

have a Junior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps program — while over 52 percent of

American youth live in the 28 states where only 10 percent or fewer of  public high

schools offer this program. Congress should allocate the funds necessary to expand

the Junior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps program into these seriously

underrepresented states — to help increase propensity for public service among

the students who choose to participate and to expand familiarity with the U.S.

military throughout the entire student body.

Additionally, the Department of  Defense, perhaps in partnership with the

Department of  Education or state education departments, should consider

leveraging the Junior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps program to offer basic civics



courses to all interested students. Civics education and knowledge in the United

States has steadfastly eroded over time. One recent survey of  U.S. adults found that

fewer than half  of  respondents could name the three branches of  government, and

one quarter could not identify any branch of  government — while only 19 percent

of  native-born Americans under age 45 could pass the civics test that naturalized

citizens must pass. Modestly expanding Junior Reserve Officers’ Corps Training

program staffing to offer such classes on citizenship could be a tremendous public

good, while helping young Americans gain even a basic understanding of  how the

U.S. government works might also increase their willingness to consider joining

the military or serving the public in some other way.

Get Serious About Recruiting More Women

All of  the services need to invest far more time, energy, and money in efforts that

specifically focus on recruiting qualified women, since an increasing number of

women have both the education and skills needed for military service. Although

women constitute just under half  of  the population between ages 15 and 24, more

of  them earn high school diplomas every year than their male peers (89.4 percent

versus 84.2 percent), and more of  them attend college and earn advanced degrees.

In addition, more young women are physically fit than ever before. According to

the NCAA, for example, girls and women constitute 43 percent of  high school

athletes, 47 percent of  Division I college athletes, and more than 40 percent of

Division II and III athletes. Yet women still only constitute 17 percent of  the active

force — and they are particularly underrepresented in the Army and the Marine

Corps, comprising 15.5 percent and a paltry 9.1 percent, respectively. We do not

expect those numbers to reach 50:50 gender parity, and we do not recommend that

the services seek that as a goal. But targeted efforts to increase propensity and

enlistment among the most qualified young women is a smart investment,

especially since many of  them have never considered joining the military.

https://www.brookings.edu/policy2020/bigideas/the-need-for-civic-education-in-21st-century-schools/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/crsj/publications/human_rights_magazine_home/the-state-of-civic-education-in-america/momentum-grows-for-stronger-civic-education-across-states/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2021/05/civics-education-1619-crt/618894/
https://www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org/political-communication/civics-knowledge-survey/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tomlindsay/2020/02/21/will-us-education-remedy-a-half-century-of-neglecting-civics-education/?sh=7aa556175fb9
https://www.uscis.gov/sites/default/files/document/questions-and-answers/100q.pdf
https://www.defenseone.com/policy/2023/01/military-must-recruit-more-women-immigrants-future-force-experts-say/382317/
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https://data.oecd.org/students/secondary-graduation-rate.htm
https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2022/mar/why-women-outnumber-men-college-enrollment
https://www.statista.com/statistics/184272/educational-attainment-of-college-diploma-or-higher-by-gender/
https://s3.amazonaws.com/ncaaorg/inclusion/titleix/2022_State_of_Women_in_College_Sports_Report.pdf
https://www.militaryonesource.mil/data-research-and-statistics/military-community-demographics/2021-demographics-profile/
https://dacowits.defense.gov/Portals/48/Documents/General%20Documents/RFI%20Docs/Sept2018/OPA%20RFI%201.pdf?ver=2018-09-06-225121-940


Of course, the very real problems with sexual harassment and assault described

earlier may be deterring more women from serving in the military. A recent

Department of  Defense youth poll, for example, found that 30 percent of  those

surveyed said that the possibility of  sexual harassment or assault was one of  the

main reasons why they would not consider military service. The services and their

recruiters will need to be clear and transparent about the data that exist on these

issues — both to instill trust, because some women may overestimate the scale of

the problem — and about the specific actions they are taking to address these

problems. The Pentagon also deserves credit for rapidly issuing clear policies after

the Dobbs decision to reaffirm that reproductive healthcare for servicemembers

remained unchanged, and more recently for enacting policies that do not require

women to disclose the reasons why they are requesting administrative leave. These

policies should help reduce the concerns that some young women may have about

being assigned to bases in states with newly restrictive laws, which could have

decreased their propensity even further.

Reduce the Politicization of the U.S. Military in Public Discourse

Members of  Congress from both sides of  the aisle are publicly criticizing the U.S.

military in ways that appeal to their partisan supporters — which ends up harming

the very institution that they claim to be deeply concerned about. Painting the

entire U.S. military as either woke or extremist undermines public support for the

institution and the people in uniform, and often deflects examination of  concrete

problems that are affecting military capabilities and readiness. Elected officials

should stop making broad assertions about the entire force and instead focus their

legitimate oversight role on the senior officials who testify in front of  Congress.

Those officials can be asked privately about their personal views on wokeness,

sexual assault, and other publicly controversial topics — which might actually

prompt more candid conversations that allow both sides to discard talking points

and the glare of  the media. Hearings should focus on specific factual issues that

affect the U.S. military’s warfighting ability — and should not serve as a platform

https://jamrs.defense.gov/Portals/20/Documents/YP51Fall2021PUBLICRELEASEPropensityUpdate.pdf?ver=FE5vDYeDzsgNRbEssX3Z4g==
https://media.defense.gov/2022/Oct/20/2003099747/-1/-1/1/MEMORANDUM-ENSURING-ACCESS-TO-REPRODUCTIVE-HEALTH-CARE.PDF
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/06/24/us/roe-wade-overturned-supreme-court.html
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3110807/womens-health-care-in-dod-unchanged-by-supreme-court-decision/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3301006/dod-releases-policies-to-ensure-access-to-non-covered-reproductive-health-care/#:~:text=On%252520October%25252020%25252C%2525202022%25252C%252520the,non%25252Dcovered%252520reproductive%252520health%252520care.
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2023/02/24/troops-dont-have-disclose-theyre-getting-abortion-use-new-leave-pentagon-says.html#:~:text=Service%252520members%252520who%252520want%252520to,to%252520Military.com%252520on%252520Friday.
https://www.rubio.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/ee1d7a86-6d0c-4f08-bd15-24e5b28e54b7/3756824FA9C21B819BB97AAB16221530.woke-warfighters-report-3.pdf
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-congress/2021/03/24/lawmakers-spar-over-problem-of-extremism-in-the-military/


for unsubstantiated partisan posturing by either side. Military veterans in

Congress could potentially play a significant role here. As members who have

personally worn the nation’s uniform, they should model responsible ways to

provide public oversight without resorting to deeply divisive partisan assaults

upon the services as a whole or their members who are called upon to testify.

Conclusion

For 50 years, the U.S. military has relied upon an unbroken stream of  willing

volunteers to fill its ranks in times of  peace and war. However, most of  the trends

that have created the present recruiting crisis will not change anytime soon, and if

left unaddressed, they could soon threaten the ability of  the all-volunteer force to

protect the nation. A return to conscription is neither desirable nor politically

viable, since as we often like to joke, the only groups in America who oppose a draft

are Democrats, Republicans, and independents. So without urgent action to

improve eligibility and increase propensity, the military may find itself  continuing

to involuntarily shrink for wholly non-strategic reasons and may soon be too small

to address the growing security challenges facing the United States in the next few

years and beyond.

The many intertwined causes of  the recruiting crisis defy quick fixes, and none of

them are likely to abate on their own even if  unemployment rates increase once

again. The services, military personnel and veterans, and the broader national

security community all need to think creatively about ways to expand eligibility

and increase propensity without undermining the strength and professionalism of

the force. We hope that these recommendations provide a useful starting point for

this important national conversation, and help catalyze broader efforts to develop

innovative solutions to these deeply challenging problems.
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