
The U.S. Army’s senior leadership has repeatedly emphasized the need to 
recruit and retain “high quality, physically fit, mentally tough Soldiers who 
can deploy, fight, and win decisively on any future battlefield.”2 To do so, 
the Army needs to preserve its competitive edge over the nation’s ad-
versaries by modernizing personnel policies with recruiting and reten-
tion programs that maintain readiness and develop future leaders. 

After more than 17 years of low-intensity operations in the Middle East, 
the Department of Defense (DoD) is focusing on optimizing for high-end 
conflict with near-peer competitors. The Army has established a new ma-
jor subordinate command—Futures Command—to streamline the develop-
ment and acquisition of new capabilities. That said, at its core, the Army is 
a people-centric organization whose strength is not measured in platforms 
like tanks, ships and aircraft, but in flexible Soldiers who can adapt to 
changing circumstances.

Challenges on the Personnel Front

Shifting demographic, economic and social factors have the potential to 
impede the Army’s recruiting efforts. As an All-Volunteer Force, incentives 
are necessary to attract and retain qualified people to serve in sufficient 
numbers. Military service rates tend to spike in times of economic hardship, 
but the current strong economy makes civilian career paths increasingly 
attractive. A tightening labor market has led to a high demand for workers, 
consequently creating a challenging environment for military recruiters. 
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INSIGHTS

• Maintaining the quality of the All- 
Volunteer Force is a national priority.

• The Army is transforming how it finds, 
recruits and retains talented Soldiers 
from the shrinking pool of young 
Americans who meet basic military 
standards.

• Educating the American public on the 
importance and benefits of military 
service is key to attracting the best 
talent for the Army.

• Innovative personnel policies are as 
critical as acquisition reform in build-
ing the force of 2028.
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It is incumbent on us to reconnect with America in such a way that the youth of America 
find service in the Army important, meaningful, satisfying, rewarding, and productive.

SMA Robert E. Hall 
ARMY, October 19991



It is also important to note that there is an overall 
decline in the size of the population eligible to serve 
in the military; while population is growing overall, 
the size of the population aged 17–24, i.e., the age 
most eligible for military recruitment, is declining. 

Of the current population in that range, 71 percent 
are unable to meet the physical, educational and 
moral standards for military service.3 Only 29 per-
cent are eligible to join without requiring a waiver, 
compared to approximately 50 percent during World 
War II.4 By 2025, the number of enlistment-eligible 
candidates will drop to 9.9 million compared to 10.3 
million in 2015. This decline means that addition-
al incentives will be needed to sustain recruitment 
rates—and to keep standards from slipping.

Educating the American Public

Despite an increasingly popular view of the military, a 2017 Harvard Insti-
tute of Politics study found that 85 percent of respondents “won’t or prob-
ably won’t serve” in the military.5 Approximately seven percent of the total 
population has served in the military, creating a widening civil-military di-
vide.6 This is important, as people who have had more personal interaction 
with servicemembers are more likely to join.

A lower overall propensity to join the military means that a greater burden 
is placed on the segment of the population that does choose to serve. A ma-
jority of those in the military today have family who have served. In a 2016 
survey, 45 percent of active duty and 57 percent of veterans had a parent 
who had also served,7 while 53 percent of respondents had two or more im-
mediate family members who had served. War has become a family affair.

Another factor at play is that parents and other influencers will likely attempt 
to dissuade interested individuals from joining the military if they perceive 
the risks to outweigh the benefits. Part of what shapes this perception is pop-
ular media, which emphasizes the difficulties of combat and tends to display 
the majority of veterans as suffering from behavioral health issues.8 
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Recruiters from the Oklahoma City Battalion 
gathered with high school students from Grant 
and Southeast Oklahoma City High Schools at 
Fort Sill for an education event. The event, hosted 
by Fort Sill, brought the students together with 
school administrators and recruiters from across 
the state to highlight Army life. The students 
participated in events such as vehicle operation, 
field artillery procedures and call-for-fire (U.S. 
Army photo by Amber Osei, U.S. Army Recruiting 
Battalion–Oklahoma City).

HISTORY REPEATING ITSELF?

President Truman, in his Health 
Message to Congress on 19 Novem-
ber 1945, reported that the Selective 
Service System had brought the wide-
spread physical and mental incapacity 
among the young people of the nation 
“forcibly to our attention in terms which 
all of us can understand.”

“As of April 1, 1945,” the President 
stated, “nearly 5,000,000 male regis-
trants between the ages of 18 and 37 
had been examined and classified as 
unfit for military service. The number of 
those rejected for military service was 
about 30 per cent of those examined.”
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The Army adjusted its 2018 recruitment goal from 
80,000 to 76,500 Soldiers after first quarter projec-
tions indicated that gaining 80,000 new Soldiers 
would cause the Army to exceed its authorized end-
strength by 4,000. This projection was based on de-
creased attrition (disability separations, separations 
and officer separations) and a less-than-projected 
increase in authorized endstrength (which was the 
basis for the original goal of 80,000).9 

While high rates of retention allow the Army to 
keep critical leaders and to save money by avoid-
ing constantly retraining another cohort of recruits, 
overreliance on retention to maintain current end-
strength potentially jeopardizes the health of to-
morrow’s force. With the majority of the recruiting 
pool being millennials (1983–2001) and generation 
Z (2002–present), the Army is revamping recruit-
ing efforts to reach out and pull these two gener-
ations into its ranks. Without enough initial recruits, the Army will have 
a resultant smaller pool from which to draw its mid-level leaders in the 
future.

Why Personnel Modernization?

Competition among the great powers is reshaping the threat environment.10 
The emerging battlefield presents the military with an array of challenges 
unlike any it has faced during the nearly two decades of conflict in the 
Middle East. Near-peer competitors are aiming the bulk of their efforts at 
conducting anti-access area denial toward the United States and U.S. mod-
ernization advancements.

Cultivating a lethal, agile force requires more than just new technol-
ogies and posture changes; it depends on the ability of warfighters to 
integrate new capabilities, adapt new approaches and change business 
practices.11 In the past, the Army naturally focused on the land domain; 
however, adversaries’ use of multiple domains requires the Army to mod-
ernize how it intends to operate in this strategic security environment as 
described in the Multi-Domain Operations operational concept.12 New tech-
nologies such as cyber and space are unhampered by geography and com-
press the battle space, including threats, to traditionally safe rear areas. 

Strategic competitors seek asymmetric advantages by blurring the boundar-
ies of conventional conflict to test the United States and its allies. The infor-
mation space is being weaponized, as hostile entities challenge basic facts 
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Major Lakishia M. Simmons, San Francisco Med-
ical Recruiting Station officer-in-charge, speaks 
with an attendee of the American Psychological 
Association 2018 Convention at the Moscone 
Center in San Francisco, California, on 9 August 
2018. Simmons was on hand with her team to 
explain the benefits and opportunities of a career 
in Army Medicine (U.S. Army Photo by Andrew 
Lynch).
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to sow doubt and confusion within the public and 
the military. In the context of such uncertainty, the 
Army needs to emphasize innovation and versatil-
ity. While technology is important in addressing 
these challenges, the ultimate solution is combin-
ing technological advances and people with the 
right skills, in the right place, at the right time.

Getting to the Army of 2028—People 
are the Centerpiece

The Army and DoD have continually drawn re-
cruits from just a few regions, primarily the South 
(44 percent of military recruits are from Georgia, 
South Carolina and Texas).13 This is because state 
and local policies are generally more favorable 
to the military due to a preponderance of military 
communities in that region. There are already local 
efforts to present military service opportunities to 
youths in local communities, such as Gaming and Fitness conventions or 
the Meet Your Army program. 

Opportunities also exist to utilize 21st century tools like social media to 
reach an even wider audience.14 Likewise, the Army is expanding its en-
gagement with community leaders to improve the public’s understanding of 
its military. This military and civilian partnership is key because informed 
citizens understand the importance of voluntary national service.

In the past, recruiting efforts would be focused on key areas with a high 
number of veterans, lower college attendance and limited economic op-
portunities—all factors that could make service more attractive to a high 
school graduate. The recruiting effort is now expanding to reach segments 
of the population that have had little exposure to the military. The Army is 
looking to 22 major population centers—Pittsburgh, Orlando, New York 
City, Sacramento, Atlanta, Kansas City, Chicago, Miami, Houston, Boston, 
Cleveland, San Francisco, Phoenix, Dallas, Seattle, Baltimore, Philadel-
phia, Oklahoma City, Denver, Shreveport, Los Angeles and St. Louis—as 
part of initiative called Focus 22, the purpose of which is to reach more 
people in the 17–24 age range.16 

An Army that is visible across the nation has access to a greater pool of 
human capital (including potential recruits with specialized skills, e.g., cy-
ber, in places like Silicon Valley) and is more representative of the general 
population.
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The Puerto Rico National Guard (PRNG) 
Recruiting and Retention Command (Area 5) 
organized an orientation event focused on senior 
high school students hosted by A Company, 1st 
Battalion, 65th Infantry at the Sergeant First 
Class Adolfo Rivera Ortiz Readiness Center in the 
municipality of Aibonito, 6 December 2018 (U.S. 
Army photo by First Sergeant Waldemar Rivera, 
113th Mobile Public Affairs Detachment).

We think the best 

representation of 

the United States of 

America is to recruit 

from the entire nation.
–SMA Daniel A. Dailey15
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Recruitment Options

To achieve this, the Army is pursuing policy initiatives that attract the best 
and the brightest from the private sector by providing them with pathways 
through which they can contribute. Having the ability to enter the military 
at a rank commensurate with their education and experience is an example 
of a potential policy change that should attract more people with the skill 
sets needed by the Army. Creating greater flexibility for a Soldier to move 
between components (e.g., active to reserve) is another example of an ad-
justment that would allow Soldiers to tailor the method of their service to 
their life circumstances (as recommended by the National Commission on 
the Future of the Army). This is particularly important for the Army Re-
serve, which faces a severe shortage in mid-grade leaders.17 

Another option includes modifying the length of service requirement. Ex-
panding two-year enlistment opportunities could be the way to attract a 
technical specialist who desires to serve but is dissuaded by a full four-year 
enlistment. Two-year enlistments could function as a de facto trial period 
that would translate into reenlistments as Soldiers experience the value of 
service.18 

Development and Short Breaks

Leadership development bolsters the resiliency of the Army. It is “the key el-
ement of investment that improves the Army’s ability to adapt to unforeseen 

CURRENT NON-CONSCRIPTION 
MILITARY SERVICE LAW

• 18 years of age (17 years of age with 
parental consent)

• Maximum Enlistment Age:
 – Army: 42  – Navy: 34
 – Air Force: 27  – Marines: 28

• Service Obligation (initial)
 – Army: 2 yrs  – Navy: 2 yrs
 – Air Force: 4 yrs  – Marines: 4 yrs

ADDITIONAL RECRUITING 
INCENTIVES

• Partnership for Youth Success

 – This program gives a recruit the 
opportunity to receive a hiring 
preference following military 
service.

• Buddy Team Enlistment Option

 – Buddy Program allows a recruit 
and up to five friends to enlist and 
train in the Army together.

• Special Pay for Special Duties and 
Skills

 – Doctors, pilots and foreign lan-
guage proficiency pay
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future demands.”19 While platforms and weapon 
systems can change rapidly, leadership—people of 
character, integrity and adaptability—remains the 
foundation of the Army. Good leadership cannot be 
reconstituted abruptly; it requires sustained cultiva-
tion. Reinvigorating professional military education 
to address modern challenges is a priority highlight-
ed in both the 2018 National Defense Authorization 
Act and the 2018 National Defense Strategy.

The Way Ahead

The Army began Fiscal Year 2019 on 1 October 
2018 with a recruiting goal of 72,500. It is offer-
ing up to $40,000 in bonuses, two-year enlistments, 
student loan repayment, choice of duty station or a 
tailored contract in order to attract new recruits and 
achieve its target numbers in the coming year.20, 21

The Army is relying more on social media plat-
forms, such as Instagram, Twitter, YouTube and Facebook, to reach the gen-
eration that is about to graduate. Hoping to appeal to young minds, it recent-
ly launched the #WarriorsWanted campaign, which features 30-second clips 
focused on the professional combat and non-combat jobs that the Army has 
to offer.22 In October 2018, it released a video in which the Sergeant Major 
of the Army implores all of those serving to share their reasons for enlist-
ing.23 Soldiers telling their stories and their personal reasons for serving are 
a powerful recruitment tool. The Army’s senior leadership have charged all 
Soldiers as “recruiters” to raise awareness of the Army and to encourage 
young Americans and their influencers to consider service in the Army. 

The Army can learn from the private sector as it refines its recruitment strat-
egy, just as the corporate world has mastered the technologies of appealing 
to generation Z before they graduate. Human Resource officials immerse 
themselves in these students’ worlds by making everything accessible 
through their mobile devices. They understand sets of behaviors, commu-
nication preferences, spending habits, brand affinities and loyalties—and 
they use all of this knowledge to convince young adults that they are on 
the same team, on their side and there to help them.24 The Army can use 
this same strategy—communicating on digital platforms—to connect with 
today’s youth.
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Army Reserve Officers’ Training Corps cadets 
from Northern Arizona University on their team 
ruck march at the 2018 regional ROTC Ranger 
Challenge at Fort Bliss, Texas, 13 October (U.S. 
Army photo by David Poe).
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Conclusion

The Army is seeking to grow in the coming years 
while undergoing the most significant accessions 
restructuring it has seen in nearly half a century. 
It is reforming the Accessions Enterprise to more 
effectively and efficiently attract qualified and tal-
ented recruits and officer candidates who can meet 
Army requirements and so support its operational 
mission.

As the United States Army approaches the third de-
cade of the 21st century, it is clear to its senior lead-
ership that readiness of both the current and future 
force is paramount. The past decade and a half of 
war have consumed Army current force readiness; 
a concurrent lack of timely, predictable and ade-
quate funding have reduced the focus on keeping 
the force modernized for the future.

As the Army proceeds with modernization, technology alone will not pro-
vide the critical edge to defeat adversaries. Innovative personnel policies 
are as critical as weapon system modernization to achieve the U.S. Army 
Vision of 2028. Broad talent management and leader development themes 
are important to ensuring the readiness of the Army. Overreliance on leg-
acy rules and regulations hampers the ability of the Army to become more 
adaptable, innovative and lethal. 

Sustaining the quality of the All-Volunteer Force is a national priority; the 
alternatives—accepting a less well-educated, less fit (morally or physically) 
or less-motivated force, or returning to short-term compulsory service—
will not result in the Army that the nation requires, now or in the future.25 
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Lieutenant Colonel Scott Morley (left), command-
er, Phoenix Recruiting Battalion, administers the 
oath of enlistment to 35 future Soldiers from the 
battalion, 18 November 2018 at State Farm 
Stadium in Glendale, Arizona (Photo by Alun 
Thomas, USAREC Public Affairs).
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