It's statistically proven – unemployment rates are consistent with recruitment rates
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After 2009, recruiting conditions improved. The economy stalled as a result of the Great Recession that began in fall 2008, thereby improving the attractiveness of Army service relative to recruits’ opportunities in the civilian workplace. Research shows an increase in high-quality enlistments when the unemployment rate rises (Asch et al., 2010; Knapp et al., 2018). The strong relationship between the strength of the economy and high-quality recruits is shown in Figure 4.7 In addition, the number of Army deployments fell markedly after 2010, and the Army accession mission began to decline as did the overall enlisted force size. Military pay, as measured by regular military compensation (RMC), was also relatively constant from 2010 to 2016 (Hosek et al., 2018). 6 Table 1.1 summarizes estimates from recent studies. 7 Note that Figure 1.4 does not adjust for other factors that might have changed over time (e.g., it does not hold other factors, such as recruiting resources, accession requirements, or deployment frequency and length, equal). Unemployment rates over time for age subgroups also follow a similar pattern as for the overall adult unemployment rate, although the unemployment rate for young adults ages 16–24 is uniformly higher (Statista, 2019). 5 Figure 3. Enlisted Military Pay Relative to Median Civilian Pay for Male and Female High School Graduates, Ages 18–22 SOURCE: Hosek et al., 2018. NOTE: Military pay is measured as RMC for an E-4 with four years of service. The ratio is for RMC relative to the median civilian pay for 18- to 22-year old workers with high school (and without additional education) who had more than 35 hours of work in the year and more than 35 usual weekly hours of work. M_predicted refers to the trend line for males, and F_predicted refers to the trend line for females. Figure 4. High-Quality Army Enlisted Accessions and Adult Unemployment Rate The Navy, Air Force, and Marine Corps responded to the improved recruiting conditions in 2009 by increasing recruit quality and specifically the percentage of recruits who are scored as AFQT Categories I–IIIA (Figure 5), sustaining percentages that exceeded 70 percent Categories I–IIIA through 2016. U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) guidelines are that 60 percent of recruits are AFQT Categories I–IIIA and 90 percent are Tier 1. The other services well exceeded the DoD guideline after 2009. 1.00 1.50 2.00 2.50 3.00 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 RMC/Wage Ratio Males M_predicted Females F_predicted 40% 45% 50% 55% 60% 65% 70% 75% 80% 3% 4% 5% 6% 7% 8% 9% 10% 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 Fiscal Year Adult civilian unemployment rate Army Percentage High Quality 6 In contrast, the Army responded to the improved recruiting conditions by cutting resources and chose to reduce the percentage of recruits in AFQT Categories I–IIIA down to the 60 percent DoD guideline. Knapp et al. (2018) show that the percentage of Army recruits receiving bonuses, average bonus amounts, and Army advertising expenditures dropped dramatically in 2009. Furthermore, Army-enlisted recruits with prior military service (Figure 2, right) and those receiving medical or conduct waivers dropped considerably in 2009 compared with 2008. The Army also increased Tier 1 recruits dramatically in 2009 (Figure 2, left) and kept the percentage Tier 1 at or above 90 percent thereafter. Even with fewer recruiting resources, the Army met its overall accession mission between 2009 and 2017 and even substantially exceeded it in 2010 and 2012. Figure 5. AFQT Categories I–IIIA Enlisted Accessions by Service SOURCE: Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, 1997–2016. NOTE: A high-quality accession is defined as Tier I recruits in AFQT Categories I–IIIA. The Army’s differing strategy when recruiting conditions improved suggested that the Army focused on reducing recruiting costs while achieving its overall recruiting mission and meeting DoD benchmarks of 90 percent Tier 1 and 60 percent AFQT Categories I–IIIA recruits. The other services focused on achieving their overall mission while increasing recruit quality above the benchmarks. The different strategies raise the question of what level of recruit quality is appropriate: Are the DoD benchmarks still relevant, should recruit quality increase, or should recruiting costs decrease when recruiting conditions improve? Put differently, how should the services, and the Army specifically, reap the benefits of a less-challenging recruiting market? The Army’s approach would be more appropriate than the other services if the DoD benchmarks are still relevant. On the other hand, if higher recruit quality is required, increasing the higher recruit quality produced by the other services would be more appropriate, although as discussed 60% 65% 70% 75% 80% 85% 90% 95% 100% 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 Percent AFQT I-IIIA Army Navy Marine Corps Air Force 7 in more detail in the following section, research shows that increasing resources other than military pay might be a more cost-effective means of increasing recruit quality. Recruiting has become more challenging in recent years, however. The Army’s total recruiting mission has increased from 57,000 in 2014 to 76,500 in 2018. Furthermore, the economy has dramatically improved. The adult unemployment rate reached a high of 9.6 percent in 2010, but, by 2014, had fallen to 7.4 percent, as shown in Figure 4. In June 2019, adult unemployment was 3.7 percent. As mentioned earlier, research shows that Army high-quality recruits fall, given no other changes, when the economy improves. Tools developed at the RAND Corporation (discussed in the following section), such as the Recruiting Resource Model (RRM), can help the Army assess the relative efficiency of different resource mixes when conditions such as the strength of the economy are changing. Understanding the Decision to Enlist Fundamental to successful recruiting is understanding the factors affecting the decision of young people, especially high-quality young people, to enlist. These decisions are typically modeled within an occupational choice framework, where individuals are assumed to enlist if the expected value of joining the military exceeds the opportunity cost of not doing so. The decision involves comparing the compensation and nonmonetary benefits available in the military with what is expected in the civilian sector. The opportunity cost is the expected value of alternative civilian pursuits, such as civilian employment or pursuing additional education. Army service is relatively arduous and involves the exposure to risk and potential loss of life, but it also offers many nonmonetary benefits, including patriotism and pride in service to country, the opportunity to travel, acquiring training and generally having access to stable employment. Military service can also be a stepping stone to better future civilian opportunities, if skills acquired in the military are highly transferable to civilian employment. Research supports this, showing that greater college aspirations among recent high school graduates is associated with a higher likelihood of joining the military compared with directly entering the civilian labor market (Kleykamp, 2006). Put differently, attending college and military service could be complementary career aspirations with military service operating as a pathway toward college enrollment. Military service also provides monetary benefits, including basic pay and allowances and, if qualified, special and incentive pays, bonuses, and ultimately retirement pay. The importance of pay, patriotism, and meaningful work is revealed in DoD surveys of young adults and new recruits. The top factors reported as the number one considerations in selecting a job in the spring 2016 DoD Youth Poll were having a higher-than-average income, maintaining a good work-life balance, and finding meaningful work (JAMRS, 2017b). In the March 2018 New Recruit Survey, the top five reasons Army recruits wanted to join the Army were pride or self-esteem/honor (67 percent), travel (66 percent), life betterment (64 percent), gain experience or work skills (59 percent), and pay or money (56 percent). The majority of new 8 Army recruits (62 percent) in the 2018 survey also indicated that they view the Army as a stepping stone for their future career outside the Army.
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