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Executive Summary 

 
 
The primary focus of the poll is to measure the likelihood of youth ages 16-21 to join the 
Military and to identify the sources of information that influence their decisions. For almost three 
decades the Department of Defense (DoD) has been tracking youth propensity for enlistment in 
the Military. The DoD conducts these polls twice a year to measure youths’ perceptions of the 
Military and propensity to enlist.  
 
The June 2006 Youth Poll collected information during 20-minute interviews with a nationally 
representative sample of 3,877 youth between the ages of 16 and 21. This report details the 
findings of the June 2006 Youth Poll. 
 
Demographic Profile 
The characteristics of the American youth population, the primary recruiting market of the 
Armed Services, are changing over time. Because these variables are related to propensity, 
changes in the demographic profile are of special interest to military recruiting officials.  Gradual 
changes are occurring in the racial/ethnic composition of the population and the educational and 
career aspirations of youth. Almost all youth (95%) report they plan to continue schooling and 
obtain higher education of one form or another. The number of high school graduates and the 
number of youth completing some college is increasing steadily. However, as the number of high 
school graduates going on to college increases, the cost of a post-secondary education has also 
increased dramatically. 
 
The current economy also provides ample employment options for youth pursuing college as 
well as those who have stopped pursuing their education. Unemployment among young people 
aged 16-24 continues to hover around 10 percent. In constant dollars, following a period of 
declining weekly earnings from 2001 to 2003, weekly earning for young men appear to be again 
gradually increasing.  
 
There has been a decrease in the proportion of veterans and veteran parents (who have been 
positive influencers in the past). At the end of the Cold War, it had been estimated that over 40 
percent of fathers of 18 year-olds had served in the U.S. Armed Forces. More recent data 
suggests that as of 2006, this proportion has dropped to only about 20% for youth age 16-21.  
 
Enlistment Propensity 
Propensity is defined in the Youth Poll as the percent of youth who say they will “definitely” or 
“probably” enter military service. This propensity measure has been shown to be a valid 
indicator of enlistment behavior. For most youth, propensity for military service is general, not 
tied to only one specific Military Service.  Most youth who are interested in military service cite 
interest in two or more Services. 
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Executive Summary 

(continued) 
 
Propensity is related to several demographic characteristics. Generally, propensity:  

• Is higher for men than women; 
• Declines with age;  
• Declines with increasing educational attainment;  
• Is higher for unemployed than employed youth;  
• Is highest for Hispanic youth and relatively equivalent among Black, Asian and White 

youth;  
• Varies by region: Propensity is higher in the Pacific and West South Central regions, 

lowest in the New England region. 
 
Looking back at data collected as part of the Youth Attitude Tracking Study (YATS) that was 
conducted until 1999, in general, young men’s propensity for military service rose during the 
Cold War, dropped following Operation Desert Storm, and had been declining until 2001. 
Beginning in 2001, propensity appeared to be on the incline. Starting in 2003-2004 for the 
Military in general this trend ended and propensity began to decline gradually. Young women’s 
propensity for military service has been constant since 1984, with some small fluctuations. For 
both men and women however, declines in propensity were experienced in June 2006 that were 
unprecedented in magnitude. 
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Section 1

The primary goal of the youth poll is to 
provide regular tracking of propensity -
the likelihood that youth will join the Military.
Section One covers the approach and methodology 
used in the June 2006 poll to track propensity.
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Section 1. Introduction 
 

Tracking of youth interest in military service – or propensity – has been a relatively constant 
effort by the Department of Defense since the mid-1980s; the set of questions asked about 
youth’s future plans have gone relatively unchanged since approximately 1984.  
 
Under the current administration methodology, data is collected twice a year with fielding ending 
in June and December. “Topline” memoranda provide initial results to the Services and DoD 
leadership in approximately January and July, and complete data files are delivered shortly 
thereafter. 
 
The Youth Polls and their predecessor, YATS, have provided the Department with information 
on youth attitudes since 1975. Shortly after the termination of the military draft, DoD realized 
that to compete for youth with commercial and educational institutions, it needed ongoing 
information on youth attitudes including what was important to youth and how youth viewed 
military service. YATS was created to address these needs. In 2001, changes were made to the 
YATS methodology so the Department would have information in a more actionable time frame 
and more frequently. 
 
Information from the Youth Polls is used by each of the Services and by their advertising 
agencies. Data from the Youth Polls are also used by think tanks to evaluate youth and recruiting 
issues. The Youth Polls are the primary measure of propensity for military service, a common 
benchmark of attitudes toward military service. This report is the primary vehicle for 
disseminating findings from the Youth Polls to non-military audiences. 
 
Overview of the Report 
This report provides two related perspectives on the current recruiting market: demographics of 
the youth population and propensity for military service.  
 
Following this introduction, the report begins, in Chapter 2, with an exploration of demographic 
trends shaping the recruiting market. The chapter describes the distribution of American youth 
with respect to gender, age, scholastic status, employment, geographic location, and 
race/ethnicity. 
 
Chapter 3 provides a description of current youth propensity, correlates of propensity, and 
historical trends in propensity. The chapter first describes the Youth Poll propensity measures 
and their validity. Following this, the third chapter covers the relationship between propensity 
and a variety of youth characteristics – gender, age, school status, educational prospects, 
employment, employment prospects, race/ethnicity, and geographic location. Finally, the third 
chapter describes propensity from 2001 through June 2006. It describes trends for different 
race/ethnic groups, for active and reserve service, and for specific active Services. 
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Methodology 
The June 2006 Youth Poll used random digit dialing administered via computer-assisted 
telephone interviews. Data were collected between April 10, 2006 and June 27, 2006.  
 
American households were screened for the target audience: Americans between the ages of 16 
and 21 who have never served in the U.S. Armed Services and are not enrolled in a 
postsecondary Reserve Officers’ Training Corps program. If more than one person in the 
household met these criteria, then one of these respondents was randomly selected. 
 
The sample size of the June 2006 Youth Poll was 3,877 completed interviews. In this design, 
telephone households were sampled with stratified random sampling within one of five strata in 
the first stage. The strata definitions were set to facilitate over-sampling of minority populations 
while ensuring that precision was maintained for study estimates. In the second stage, one 
eligible person was randomly sampled within the household.  
 
On average, the survey took 20 minutes to complete. The data were weighted by gender, age, and 
race/ethnicity to reflect the general population based on Current Population Survey data from the 
U.S. Census.  
 
To find confidence intervals and test hypotheses using this data, the variance for the estimated 
statistics that take into account the properties of the study design must be calculated. The authors 
conducted these analyses using Taylor-series linearization. Appendix B contains a detailed 
technical assessment and description of the research methodology and variance estimation 
procedures. 
 
Naming Convention 
Throughout this report, we refer to three race/ethnic groups: Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics.  
These names correspond to the group names used by the Census Bureau. 
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Age

18 years 
old

25%

16 years 
old

21%

21 years 
old
6%20 years 

old
10%

19 years 
old

14%

17 years 
old

23%

Gender

Female
51% Male

49%

Race/EthnicityWhite, 
non-

Hispanic
56%

Hispanic
18%

DK/REF
1%

Other, non-
Hispanic

9%

Black, non-
Hispanic

16%

Respondent Profile 
The June 2006 Poll was conducted via telephone using random digit dialing. The following 
charts display the demographic segments of the 3,877 survey respondents: 
 

 Age 
 Gender 
 Race/ethnicity 
 Education/school (currently and completed) 
 Grades 
 Employment status 
 Hours worked per week 
 Family  
 Geographic area  
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Current Education Level
 (those currently enrolled)

Vocational
1%

Community 
College

2%

College
31%

Graduate 
School

2%

Less than 
High School

1% DK/REF
0%

High School
63%

What grades did you or do you 
usually get in high school?

DK/REF
0%

Mostly A's 
and B's 

38%

Mostly D's 
and Lower

1%

Mostly A's
18%

Mostly C's 
and D's

4%

Mostly C's 
4%

Mostly B's
12%

Mostly B's 
and C's

22%

Highest Level of School Completed
 (those not currently enrolled)

Some 
Vocational

2%

Some 
Community 

College
2%

Some 
College

12%Some Grad 
School

4%

Less than 
High 

School 
Grad
22%

DK/REF
0%

High 
School
Grad
58%

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Section 1: Introduction 
 

Page 1-5       Department of Defense June 2006 Youth Poll 

Are you currently employed either full- 
or part-time?

Yes
52%

No 
48%

How many hours per week do you work 
at your job?

25-34 hours
22%

Less than 10 
hours
8%

10-24 hours
38%

35 + hours
32%

DK/REF
1%

19%

6%

14%

5%

21%

5%

14%

11%

3%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

New England

Mid Atlantic

East North Central

West North Central

South Atlantic

East South Central

West South Central

Mountain

Pacific

Geographic Region

59%

37%

35%

20%

6%

6%

2%

2%

0%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Spouse

Mother

Sister

Aunt

Brother

Father

Cousin

Uncle

Grandparent

Military Family Members
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Section 2

Section Two provides an overview of 
demographic characteristics and trends   
in the youth population that are related to the    
recruiting challenge. 



  Section 2: Population Trends 
 

Page 2-1       Department of Defense June 2006 Youth Poll 

Section 2. Population Trends 
 
Introduction 
The Armed Services are currently experiencing difficulty in meeting recruitment needs – the 
goal is to enlist approximately 200,000 youth a year. A cursory investigation of the youth 
population suggests a sufficient number of youth from which to recruit – nearly 4 million youth 
become age eligible each year. However, many of the youth are not qualified for military service 
based on moral, mental, and physical standards. And a closer inspection of youth demographic 
characteristics, which convey information about career plans and educational aspirations, 
suggests that recruiting goals are formidable. 
 
As military efforts in the Middle East continue, military recruiters face an uphill battle. 
Recruiting efforts and activities are under more scrutiny and duress today than they have been in 
decades. Coupling this with the broad sweeping social changes taking place regarding the 
necessity of a college education, it is no wonder that American youth are focused primarily on 
education. Even President George W. Bush declared recently that at least two years of college 
are needed to function effectively in today’s work force.i 
 
Military service is no more than a second thought for most youth graduating from high school 
today. This problem has been worsening recently, and problems are now beginning to emerge in 
the Military Accession statistics. Although all of the Active Duty Services through July 2006 
report they are on course to meet accession goals this year, the Army only achieved 92% of its 
recruiting goal in 2005, breaking a five-year streak of meeting annual recruiting goals for the 
Department of Defense (DoD) Services. Recent evidence also suggests that the pool from which 
the Military can recruit is shrinking. Of the approximately 32 million American youth in the 
prime recruiting age group (17- to 24-year-olds), many would not be eligible for military service 
as a result of medical, moral, financial, or legal reasons. The pool has been estimated to shrink to 
only about 13.6 million when counting only high-school graduates and those who score in the 
upper half on a military-service aptitude test. 
 
To help combat these trends, the Army incorporated some substantial changes in recruiting. In 
2006, the Army raised its maximum recruitment age to just shy of 40 years old and doubled its 
maximum cash enlistment bonus from $20,000 to $40,000. In addition, the Army boosted 
recruiter strength from just over 5,100 active-duty and 955 reserve recruiters in 2004 to more 
than 6,400 active-duty and 1,500 reserve recruiters by the end of fiscal year 2005. Additionally, 
late last year, a restriction on recent marijuana use was softened, a high school equivalency 
program was put in place, and the ban on childhood asthmatics was removed.  
 
These changes have aided recruiting but have come at a cost as the number of those meeting key 
standards has declined compared with the past several years. The proportion of recruits holding a 
high school diploma was 81.2 percent as of August, falling below the DoD benchmark of 90 
percent for the second year in a row. The last time the Army fell to such a low level of high 
school graduates was in 1981, when it dropped to 80 percent. As of August, about 61 percent of 
the Army recruits scored above the 50th percentile on the Armed Forces Qualification Test – the 
lowest percentage since 1985. About 3.7 percent of enlistees had the lowest acceptable scores, 
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Asian 

slightly below last year's figure of 4 percent but well above the average for the past decade. In 
addition, the number of soldiers granted waivers for medical conditions, drug or alcohol 
problems, or misdemeanors has gradually increased, from 10 percent in 2001 to 15 percent last 
year. An additional 5,000 Army recruits who lacked high school diplomas but had GEDs 
received waivers this year after they passed a new screening test for motivation and 
dependability, which research has shown to correlate with staying in the Army. Meeting next 
year's active-duty recruiting target of 80,000 will remain a major challenge for the Army, which 
will start the year with a pool of only about 14 percent of recruits who have signed contracts but 
not entered boot camp, compared with the goal of 25 to 35 percent. 
 
Overview 
This chapter provides an overview of demographic characteristics and trends in the youth 
population that are related to the recruiting challenge. This section gives detail on youth 
demographics like education and employment and shows how those characteristics are changing 
in ways that affect the Services’ ability to meet recruiting goals.  
 
Population Trends 
The age group 18 to 24 years includes the primary ages of new entrants to the labor force, 
college, and the Military. Figure 2-1 shows trends in White, Black, Asian, and Hispanic 
segments of the youth population from 1990 projected through 2050. Figure 2-2 shows trends for 
Blacks and Hispanics only and provides a clearer picture for these groups. These figures show 
the total of 18-24 year-old men and women combined. In general, about half the youth 
population is male, half is female. Population trends are essentially the same for males and 
females. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Since its early-1980s peak at 30 million, the size of this age-cohort had declined to less than 25 
million during the mid 1990s. This group has since grown steadily during the latter half of the 
1990’s, increasing to 26 million in 2000 and to 28 million as of July 2006 and is expected to 
again eclipse the 30 million mark in 2010. 
 

Source: http://www.census.gov/prod/1/pop/p25-1130/p251130.pdf 

Figure 2-1. Population Trends, 18-24 Year-Olds
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Hispanic 

Black 

White 

Hispanic 

Asian 

Black 

The youth population is increasing. In 2000, there were approximately 26.5 million 18-24 year-
olds in the population, in 2006, there will be about 28.2 million 18-24 year-olds, an increase of 
about 1.1 percent per year. While the largest increase in the youth population, in absolute 
numbers, will be among Whites during this time period, the largest increases, as percentage of 
current size, will be among minority youth. Particularly of note is the expected increase among 
Asian youth, from about 1.3 million in 2006 to 1.6 million in 2010 (an increase of 5.8 percent per 
year). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Education Trends 
 
High School Completion  
The percentage of dropouts among 16- to 24-year-olds shows some decline over the past 20 
years (GED recipients are treated as completers). This percentage includes all persons in the 16- 
to 24-year-old age group who are not enrolled in school and who have not completed a high 
school program, regardless of when they left school. Between 1984 and 2004, the dropout rate 
declined from 13.1 percent to 10.3 percent.ii Differences in educational achievement among race 
and ethnic groups are significant: fewer Blacks and Hispanics graduate from high school (Figure 
2-3). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2-3. Percentage of High School Dropouts (status dropouts)
16-24 Year-Olds
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Figure 2-2. Population Trends, 18-24 Year-Olds 
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Figure 2-4. Median Income, Men and Women 25 Years-Old and Over

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 110

Less than 9th Grade
Some High School, No completion

High School Graduate
Some College, no degree

Associate's Degree
Bachelor's Degree

Master's Degree
Professional Degree

Doctorate

Annual Income ($ thousands)

Female

Male

Postsecondary Education 
Most youth aspire to continue attending school after they graduate high school. In fact, the June 
2006 Youth Poll results show that almost 95% of youth age 16-21 plan to continue schooling and 
obtain higher education of one form or another. The motivation for higher education is clear. 
Higher education means higher relative salaries. In 2004, male full-time workers age 25 and 
older holding a bachelor’s degree, earned a median annual income of $57,220, compared to 
$35,725 annual income earned by males with only a high school diploma. Figure 2-4 shows the 
median income for men and women, 25 years old and over, by educational achievement. 
 
 

Between 1994 and 2004, enrollment in degree-granting institutions increased by 21 percent, from 
14.3 million to 17.3 million. Of the high school graduates of the class of 2005, 68.6% enrolled in 
colleges or universities.iii The college enrollment rate for recent high school graduates was a 
historical high for the series dating back to 1959.  
 
Much of the growth between 1994 and 2004 was in female enrollment; the number of men 
enrolled rose 16 percent, while the number of women increased by 25 percent. During the same 
time period, part-time enrollment rose by 8 percent compared to an increase of 30 percent in full-
time enrollment. Among recent high school graduates enrolled in college, 91.2 percent were full-
time students. 
 
The proportion of American college students who are minorities has been increasing. In 1976, 
some 15 percent were minorities, compared with 29 percent in 2002. Much of the change can be 
attributed to rising numbers of Hispanic and Asian or Pacific Islander students. The proportion of 
Asian or Pacific Islander students rose from 2 percent to 6 percent, and the Hispanic proportion 
rose from 3 percent to 10 percent during that time period. The proportion of Black students 
fluctuated during most of the early part of the period, before rising to 12 percent in 2002 from 9 
percent in 1976. Figure 2-5 provides enrollment rates in degree-granting institutions among 18-
24 year olds. 
 
 
 

Source: Digest of Education Statistics, 2005 
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As the number of high school graduates going on to college increases, the cost of a post-
secondary education has also increased. Table 2-1 displays college tuition rates. These figures 
include inflation as well as increasing education costs. In 2005 dollars, the average cost in the 
1994-95 school year was $10,890 for all institutions, $12,989 for 4-year institutions, and $6,186 
for 2-year institutions. While inflation-adjusted costs for 2-year institutions have changed very 
little, the tuition costs of 4-year institutions increased by 27 percent, or about 2.4 percent per year 
above inflation. There are also cost differences between types of institutions. The average in-
state tuition and fees of public 4-year institutions was $5,038 in 2004-05. The average tuition and 
fees for public 2-year institutions was $1,847. 
 

Table 2-1.  Average Undergraduate Tuition, Fees, Room and Board Paid by Full-
Time-Equivalent Students 

 All 
Institutions 

4-Year 
Institutions 

2-Year 
Institutions 

1985-1986 4,885 5,504 3,367 
1986-1987 5,206 5,964 3,295 
1987-1988 5,494 6,272 3,263 
1988-1989 5,869 6,725 3,573 
1989-1990 6,207 7,212 3,705 
1990-1991 6,562 7,602 3,930 
1991-1992 7,077 8,238 4,092 
1992-1993 7,452 8,758 4,207 
1993-1994 7,931 9,296 4,449 
1994-1995 8,306 9,728 4,633 
1995-1996 8,800 10,330 4,725 
1996-1997 9,206 10,841 4,895 
1997-1998 9,588 11,277 5,192 
1998-1999 10,076 11,888 5,291 
1999-2000 10,444 12,352 5,408 
2000-2001 10,818 12,922 5,460 
2001-2002 11,380 13,639 5,718 
2002-2003 12,014 14,439 6,252 
2003-2004 12,955 15,504 6,716 
2004-2005 13,743 16,465 7,020 

Source: Digest of Education Statistics, 2005 

Figure 2-5. Enrollment Rates in Degree Granting Institutions, 
18-24 Year-Olds

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004

Source: Digest of Education Statistics, 2005 

White 

Black 

Hispanic 



Section 2: Population Trends 

Page 2-6       Department of Defense June 2006 Youth Poll 

As postsecondary education costs rise, students rely on a variety of economic resources to cover 
those costs. This has resulted with, on average, more money being borrowed and a greater 
percentage of youth having to rely on student loans to pay for their undergraduate educations. In 
2003-2004, the Department of Education estimated that, on average, full-time, full-year 
undergraduates borrowed approximately $7,336 in student loans. Further, in 2003-2004 
approximately 49.9% of full-time full year undergraduates received student loans, compared 
with only 32.3% in 1992-1993. 
 
Employment Trends 
 
Unemployment 
Generally, youth leaving high school face three choices: college, civilian employment, and 
military service. Most youth want to go to college (see previous discussion). The current 
economy also provides ample employment options for youth pursuing college as well as those 
who have stopped pursuing their education. Figure 2-6 shows that unemployment among young 
people aged 16-24 has worsened since 2000 but has most recently been gradually improving. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2-7 shows the average weekly earnings of the youth age 19-24 who have graduated high 
school but who do not have bachelor’s degrees. The earnings for the respondent’s main job have 
been adjusted by the Consumer Price Index to reflect constant 2006 dollars.
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Figure 2-6. Percent Unemployment Among 16-24 Year-Olds 
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Figure 2-8. Veteran Population
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Veteran Population Trends 
 
Another important factor contributing to the dwindling pool of military recruits is the declining 
number of military veterans in the population. Studies by individual Services, including the Air 
Force and Navy, have found that there is a link between veterans – particularly fathers who are 
veterans – and enlistment behavior. Currently, there are approximately 24 million military 
veterans in the U.S. population. The size of this population has been gradually declining – 
estimated at 28.5 million in 1990 – and is expected to continue to decline through 2030. At the 
end of the Cold War, it has been estimated that over 40 percent of fathers of 18 year-olds had 
served in the U.S. Armed Forces (YATS Report, 1999). Data from the DoD Youth Polls 
indicated that this proportion has been steadily dropping as would be expected – 25% of young 
adults age 16-21 reported having a father with military experience in 2003, 20% in 2006. The 
decrease of fathers who served in the military and increase of parents who went to college has 
undoubtedly contributed to today’s recruiting challenges. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Women

Figure 2-7. CPI-Adjusted Average Weekly Earnings of 19-24 Year-
Old High School Graduates Who Do Not Have Bachelor's Degrees
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i Kelderman, E. (2004). Bush suggests new high school tests. Retrieved March 31, 2005, from 
http://www.stateline.org/live/ViewPage.action?siteNodeID=136&languageId=1&contentId=15764. 
ii This measure is based on the civilian non-institutionalized population, which excludes persons in prisons, in the 
Military, and other persons not living in households. 
iii Current Population Survey, 2005. 
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Section 3

Section Three describes the propensity measures,     
identifies propensity related factors, describes  
propensity for the specific Services and Reserve  
components, and describes trends in propensity.
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Section 3. Enlistment Propensity for Military Service 
 
 
Introduction 
The DoD Youth Polls are best known for the information they provide on youth propensity for 
service in the Armed Forces. This chapter presents current information on American youth’s 
propensity for military service. Throughout this chapter, we reference different propensity 
measures. For all measures, “propensity” is the percent of youth indicating military service is a 
likely event in their future; moreover, “propensity” always refers to a response to a survey 
question or to several questions.  
 
Overview 
The chapter is divided into five sections.  

• The first section describes the Propensity Measures for active military service and service 
in the Reserves that are included in the Youth Polls. It describes research showing that 
these measures are correlated with enlistment behavior.   

• The second section identifies Propensity Related Factors, such as gender, age, and 
race/ethnicity. This section provides information about these relationships.  

• The third section describes Propensity for Specific Services. This section shows how 
propensity for different Services overlaps (youth express propensity for multiple 
Services) and how propensity for active duty correlates with propensity for the Reserves. 
Demographic differences in Service-specific propensity are noted.  

• The fourth section describes Trends in Propensity, showing how propensity has changed 
in the transition from the Military that confronted Communist forces through the Cold 
War, to the reduced Military of the post Cold War era, and now to the Military being 
confronted with the War on Terrorism. This section displays distinct trends for aided and 
unaided propensity, for Service-specific propensity, and for race/ethnic groups.  

• A Summary section concludes the chapter. 
 
Propensity Measures 
The questions measuring youth propensity have remained unchanged since the first YATS 
survey was conducted in 1975 and then into the Youth Polls, beginning in 2001. Prior to any 
mention of military service by the interviewer, respondents are asked about their future plans:  
 
“Now let’s talk about your plans (after you get out of high school/for the next few years).  
What do you think you might be doing?”  
 
Common responses include going to school, working, and entering the Military. Respondents are 
encouraged to indicate all of the things they might be doing, and those who mention military 
service in general, or one of the Services specifically, are counted as having provided an 
“unaided mention” of military service, “unaided” because the topic of military service is first 
mentioned by the respondent, not the interviewer. “Unaided propensity” is the percent of 
respondents providing an unaided mention of future military service. After the discussion of 
future plans, each respondent is asked:  
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“How likely is it that you will be serving in the Military in the next few years?” 
 
And 
 
“How likely is it that you will be serving on active duty in the [Army, Navy, Marine Corps, 
Air Force, Coast Guard]?” 
 
The general military question is asked prior to asking specifically about each individual Service. 
The order of the questions changes from one respondent to the next to eliminate any order effect. 
Those who say they will “definitely” or “probably” be serving on active duty are counted as 
having propensity for the Service named. Propensity for a specific Service is reported as the 
percent of respondents who indicate propensity for that Service. “Active composite propensity” 
is the percentage who indicate a propensity for one or more of the four active DoD Servicesi: 
Army, Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force. The Youth Poll also includes questions similar to 
that above, asking about service in the Reserves and National Guard.  
 
“How likely is it that you will be serving in the [Reserves, National Guard]?” 
 
Since 1990, these questions have followed questions about active duty. Half the respondents, 
randomly selected, are asked first about service in the Reserves, then are asked about service in 
the National Guard. The other half of respondents are asked about service in the National Guard 
first. “Reserve composite propensity” is the percentage who indicate they will “definitely” or 
“probably” serve in either the Reserves or National Guard.  
 
Research shows that propensity measures are valid measures of enlistment behavior. A RAND 
study (Orvis, Sastry & McDonald, 1996) shows that high-quality youthii providing an unaided 
mention of plans to enlist are seven times more likely to enlist than those who say they will 
“probably not” or “definitely not” serve.  Those who, in response to a direct question about the 
Military, say they will “definitely” or “probably” serve are three times more likely to enlist than 
those who say they will “probably not” or “definitely not” serve. This study is not unique. 
RAND found substantially the same relationships in previous studies (Orvis, Gahart, & Ludwig, 
1992). Brice Stone et al. found similar results in a 1993 study (Stone, Turner, & Wiggins, 1993).  
 
 
Propensity-Related Factors  
Propensity for military service is related to a number of demographic variables. These 
relationships have been fairly stable over a number of years. This section identifies several 
factors related to propensity and shows the nature and strength of these relationships.  
 
Gender and Age 
As shown in Figures 3-1 and 3-2, propensity decreases with age. These Figures show this general 
trend is consistent for unaided, Military (general), and Composite Reserve propensity. 
 
 
 
 



  Section 3: Enlistment Propensity 
 

Page 3-3       Department of Defense June 2006 Youth Poll 

Figure 3-1. Relationship of Propensity to Age Among Young Men
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Figure 3-2. Relationship of Propensity to Age Among Young 
Women
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As Figures 3-1 and 3-2 show, propensity declines rather dramatically with age: the propensity of 
16-17 year-olds is two or three times greater than the propensity of youth over 20. The figures 
also show that, among the youngest men, propensity for the Military is higher than for service in 
the Reserve or National Guard units. The difference, however, decreases with age, and youth 20-
21 years old have approximately the same propensity for Reserves as for the Military in general. 
It is also clear that young men have considerably greater propensity for military service than 
young women. In-depth interviews with women (Berkowitz et al., 1999) suggest that many 
young women place a high value on maintaining close relationships with their family and with 
close friends and are more reluctant than young men to break these ties by joining the Military. 
The in-depth interviews also suggest many women place a high value on careers that help people 
(many are particularly interested in health care). Thus, there are reasons to expect that fewer 
women than men will be interested in military service. 
 

Source: June 2006 Youth Poll

Source: June 2006 Youth Poll
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Scholastic Status 
Propensity also varies by scholastic status. In general, persons with higher levels of educational 
achievement are less likely to indicate a propensity for military service. It should be noted that, 
among high school students, propensity for the Military in general is somewhat higher than for 
Reserve/Guard service. Among college students and high school graduates, the differences 
disappear. In many cases, approximately equal numbers of these youth express propensity for the 
Military in general as for Reserve service. 
 
Table 3-1. Propensity by Education, Gender 
 Men  Women 

Education Level 
Unaided 

Propensity 
Military 

Propensity 

Reserve 
Composite 
Propensity 

 
Unaided 

Propensity 
Military 

Propensity 

Reserve 
Composite 
Propensity 

 Students 
Less than 11TH Grade 13 32 27  4 14 17 
H.S. Juniors 12 27 22  2 10 12 
H.S. Seniors 6 18 16  2 8 9 
Vo-Tech & 2-Yr College 2 15 16  1 6 8 
4-Year College        
    Freshmen 3 11 10  1 3 5 
    Sophomores 1 7 8  0 3 3 
    Juniors 2 4 5  0 1 1 
    Seniors or higher 2 5 6  1 3 2 
 Non-Students 
H.S. Dropoutsiii 6 31 31  1 11 18 
H.S. Grads (no college) 6 18 18  1 8 8 
Some College or more 6 11 14  2 4 5 
 
 
Employment Status 
Propensity also varies by employment status. Because employment is likely to be much more 
important to non-students than to students, the relationship of employment to propensity was 
examined for students and non-students separately (Table 3-2). Clearly, youth who are 
unemployed have a higher propensity for military service than do those who are employed. 
 
Table 3-2. Propensity by Employment, Gender 
 Men  Women 

Employment 
Unaided 

Propensity 
Military 

Propensity 

Reserve 
Composite 
Propensity 

 
Unaided 

Propensity 
Military 

Propensity 

Reserve 
Composite 
Propensity 

 Students 
Employed 6 16 14  1 5 6 
Unemployed 9 22 20  2 9 11 
 Non-Students 
Employed 5 17 19  2 6 7 
Unemployed 8 27 26  1 10 13 
 

Source: 2004 - 2006 Youth Polls 

Source: 2004 - 2006 Youth Polls 



  Section 3: Enlistment Propensity 
 

Page 3-5       Department of Defense June 2006 Youth Poll 

Employment Prospects 
Propensity depends on employment prospects as well as employment status. The Youth Polls 
provide two measures of perceived employment prospects: anticipated civilian earnings 
compared to military service and perceived difficulty in finding a job. To evaluate perceived 
earnings, youth are asked whether, over the next few years, they would expect to earn more in 
the Military or in a civilian job. As Table 3-3 shows, propensity is considerably higher among 
those who would expect to earn more in the Military than in a civilian job. 
 
Table 3-3. Propensity by Income Prospects in Military vs. Civilian Jobs 
 Men  Women 
Expected relative 
earnings in military vs. 
civilian employment 

Unaided 
Propensity 

Military 
Propensity 

Reserve 
Composite 
Propensity 

 

Unaided 
Propensity 

Military 
Propensity 

Reserve 
Composite 
Propensity 

More in military job 13 33 26  3 12 15 
Military/civilian same 7 19 19  1 7 8 
More in civilian job 3 11 10  0 4 5 
 
 
 
The Youth Polls also ask youth how difficult it is to get a job in their community. As Table 3-4 
shows, propensity increases with the perceived difficulty in obtaining a civilian job in their 
community. 
 
Table 3-4. Propensity by Perceived Difficulty in Getting a Civilian Job 
 Men  Women 

Perceived difficulty in 
getting a job 

Unaided 
Propensity 

Military 
Propensity 

Reserve 
Composite 
Propensity 

 
Unaided 

Propensity 
Military 

Propensity 

Reserve 
Composite 
Propensity 

Almost impossible 9 28 26  2 11 10 
Very difficult 8 22 21  2 8 10 
Somewhat difficult 7 20 17  2 7 9 
Not difficult 5 15 16  1 6 9 
 
 
 
Race/Ethnicity 
Since 1992, propensity among Hispanic males has been higher than among Black males, and 
Black male propensity has been higher than White male propensity. Most recently however, 
White and Black male propensity have been relatively equivalent (See Table 3-5). The 
propensity of Asian youth is also relatively equivalent with that of White and Black youth. Given 
the growth rate (See Chapter 2) of this group, this base rate of propensity may be something the 
recruiting community may want to attempt to build on.   
 
Propensity for Hispanic and Black females is similar, and both are higher than the propensity for 
military service expressed by White females. Asian females also express higher propensity for 
military service than do White females.  
 

Source: 2004 - 2006 Youth Polls 

Source: 2004 - 2006 Youth Polls 
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Table 3-5. Propensity by Race and Ethnicityiv 
 Men  Women 

Race and Ethnicity 
Unaided 

Propensity 
Military 

Propensity 

Reserve 
Composite 
Propensity 

 
Unaided 

Propensity 
Military 

Propensity 

Reserve 
Composite 
Propensity 

Total Population        
   White 7 18 16  1 5 6 
   Black 6 18 21  2 10 15 
   Asian 5 17 18  1 8 12 
   Hispanic 7 29 29  2 15 16 
HS Juniors and Seniors        
   White 10 21 17  1 6 7 
   Black 6 19 23  3 13 18 
   Hispanic 8 31 31  3 16 17 
HS Graduates, no college        
   White 6 15 15  2 6 4 
   Black 8 21 21  0 8 12 
   Hispanic 6 24 26  0 17 18 
 
 
 
As noted earlier, educational achievement is related to both race/ethnicity (Chapter 2) and 
propensity (Table 3-1). As Table 3-5 shows, educational achievement alone does not explain 
differences in propensity between Whites and minorities. The propensity of White high school 
juniors and seniors is considerably lower than that of Hispanic high school juniors and seniors, 
and propensity among White high school graduates who have not gone on to college is 
considerably lower than that of Blacks and Hispanicsv with the same level of educational 
achievement. 
 
Geographic Region 
Propensity for military service varies somewhat by geographic region. Over the past several 
years, propensity for military service has been relatively high in the Pacific and West South 
Central regions and relatively low in the New England region, as shown in Table 3-6. 
Examination of propensity among Whites shows very few regional differences as compared to 
the overall, with the exception of the Pacific and possibly the Mountain regions. This suggests 
that regional differences in these areas may be, to a large extent, a function of minority 
populations in these areas. 

Source: 2004 - 2006 Youth Polls 
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Table 3-6. Propensity by Geographic Regionvi 
 Men  Women 

Census Region 
Unaided 

Propensity 
Military 

Propensity 

Reserve 
Composite 
Propensity 

 
Unaided 

Propensity 
Military 

Propensity 

Reserve 
Composite 
Propensity 

All Race/Ethnic Groups        
   New England 4 12 13  1 5 6 
   East North Central 5 16 17  1 6 8 
   West North Central 6 18 15  2 4 8 
   Mid-Atlantic 7 18 18  1 7 8 
   East South Central 8 18 18  1 6 9 
   South Atlantic 7 20 18  1 8 10 
   Mountain 9 22 22  1 6 9 
   Pacific 7 25 20  2 10 8 
   West South Central 9 26 21  2 10 11 
Whites Only        
   New England 4 10 11  1 5 5 
   East North Central 6 16 15  1 6 7 
   West North Central 6 17 14  1 3 6 
   Mid-Atlantic 8 17 15  0 4 5 
   East South Central 7 17 17  1 5 7 
   South Atlantic 8 18 15  1 5 6 
   Mountain 9 19 18  1 4 6 
   Pacific 8 20 18  2 7 5 
   West South Central 11 25 17  2 7 9 
 
 
 
Gender Differences 
Clearly, from the preceding discussion, fewer women than men are interested in military service. 
In any particular category (e.g., H.S. seniors & Hispanics), the propensity of women was lower 
than that of men. In general, the differences are proportional: review of Table 3-1, for example, 
shows that the composite and unaided propensity of women is generally about half that of men. 
However, women’s propensity is not uniformly half that of men. Some salient exceptions 
include:  

• General military propensity of female high school dropouts is almost one third that of 
comparable males (Table 3-1). 

• Gender differences in propensity are not consistent across different race/ethnic 
backgrounds. Specifically, as compared to the other race/ethnic groups, White women’s 
propensity is relatively low when compared to that of White men. (Table 3-5). 

 

Source: 2004 - 2006 Youth Polls 
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Propensity for Specific Services 
As mentioned earlier, Youth Poll respondents are asked the likelihood of their serving on active 
duty in each of the Armed Services: the Army, Navy, Marine Corps, Air Force, and Coast Guard. 
They are asked about each of these Services, in turn, though the order in which they are asked is 
randomized so that there are no order effects impacting results.  
 
Historically, propensity has been most closely monitored for 16-21 year-olds. These limitations 
continue to be appropriate for evaluating the enlistment potential of the youth market – only 
about 1 in 5 enlisted active duty accessions are over 21 years old. However, the enlistee market 
overall is older now than it has been in recent history due to recent adjustments in enlistment 
standards for the Army and the resulting sizable increases in the proportion of older Army 
enlistees. (See Table 3-7).  
 

Table 3-7. Cumulative Proportion of 2005 Enlistees by Age 

Age Army Navy 
Marine 
Corps Air Force 

Coast 
Guard 

17 4.3 3.4 5.8 2.7 2.9 
18 25.1 35.9 46.3 31.5 21.5 
19 43.2 60.1 69.3 56.6 41.7 
20 55.6 73.1 80.3 72.0 55.9 
21 64.9 80.9 86.5 80.8 65.9 
22 72.2 86.2 90.7 87.3 74.0 
23 78.1 90.1 93.5 91.7 81.0 
24 82.8 92.8 95.6 94.8 86.7 
25 86.5 94.7 97.0 96.9 90.6 
26 89.1 96.0 98.0 98.2 93.8 
27 91.3 97.0 98.8 99.3 96.5 
28 93.0 97.7 99.2 99.6 97.7 
29 94.5 98.3 99.5 99.8 98.6 
30+ 100 100 100 100 100 

 
Table 3-8 shows the propensity (percent saying they would “definitely” or “probably” be on 
active duty) for each active Service and for the National Guard and Reserves. Table 3-9 shows 
the percent of youth indicating a propensity for each Service who also indicate a propensity to 
join another Service. Relatively few youth express a propensity for one Service only. Most either 
indicate they are interested in no military service, or they indicate some likelihood with respect 
to multiple Services. For example, among the men indicating they would “definitely” or 
“probably” be in the Army, 70 percent also indicated they would “definitely” or “probably” be in 
at least one other active Service.  
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Table 3-8. Propensity: Active Duty and National 
Guard/Reserves 
Service Men Women 
Army 8 4 
Navy 7 2 
Marine Corps 9 2 
Air Force 9 4 
Coast Guard 5 2 
National Guard 6 4 
Reserves 9 5 

 
 

 
Table 3-9. Percent of Youth Indicating Propensity for 
Multiple Active Services 
Service Men Women 
Army 70 74 
Navy 78 76 
Marine Corps 63 77 
Air Force 62 51 
Coast Guard 70 56 

 
 
That youth express propensity for multiple services is not surprising. Youth responding to these 
questions generally are independently evaluating the likelihood of different events (joining the 
Army, joining the Navy, etc.) on a 4-point scale (“definitely,” “probably,” “probably not,” and 
“definitely not”). Even though it is very unlikely they will join two Services, they may feel it 
likely that they will join a Service and, as they are undecided, they may “rate” different Services 
the same. One might, for example, give the Army, Navy, and Air Force a “probably” rating 
indicating it is fairly likely they might join any of these but, because of personal preference, say 
they will “probably not” join the Marines. 
 
From various sources, we know that most youth, at early stages of considering military service, 
are not committed to a particular Service. From past in-depth interviews conducted as part of 
YATS, we know that many individuals talk to recruiters from different Services (and sometimes 
pick a particular Service based on personal interactions with the recruiter rather than a 
commitment to the branch the recruiter represents). 
 
It is worth noting that trends in multiple service propensity have changed since 1999. Compared 
with 1999, fewer youth propensed for the Marine Corps, Air Force, and Coast Guard indicate 
they are also interested in other Services (Table 3-10). Among those youth propensed for the 
Army or Navy, there have been very small changes in regards to the proportion also interested in 
other Services. Current military activities, roles, and news coverage may be resulting in not only 
fewer youth being interested in military service but increased selectivity among those youth who 
are interested in specific, distinguishable branches. 
 

Source: June 2006 Youth Polls

Source: June 2006 Youth Polls
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Table 3-10. Percent of Youth Indicating Propensity for 
Multiple Active Services: 1999 
Service Men Women 
Army 76 74 
Navy 78 71 
Marine Corps 73 89 
Air Force 72 66 
Coast Guard 80 79 

 
 
 
Just as there was considerable overlap in the population of youth saying they are likely to serve 
on active duty in different Services, there is considerable overlap with interest in National Guard 
and Reserve service. As Table 3-11 indicates, approximately 3 out of every 4 young men and 
women who said they would “definitely” or “probably” serve in the Reserves or National Guard 
had also indicated a propensity to serve on active duty. Of those saying they would serve in the 
Reserves, a third or more indicated they would “definitely” or “probably” serve in the National 
Guard. Of those indicating propensity for the National Guard, over half indicated propensity for 
the Reserves as well. The implication is that most (but not all) youth saying they will “definitely” 
or “probably” serve in the Reserves/National Guard do not seem to have an exclusive propensity 
for the Reserves or Guard. Rather, they seem to be saying that military service is one of the 
various things they might do, and service in the Reserves or National Guard is a likely 
possibility. 
 
Table 3-11. Percent of Youth Indicating Propensity for Both Active and Reserve Service 
and for Both Reserve and National Guard 
 Men Women 
 Active Other Reserve Active Other Reserve 
Reserves 77 36 76 42 
National Guard 80 58 75 55 

 
 
Respondents who indicate they will “definitely” or “probably” serve in the Reserves are asked in 
which branch (Army, Navy, Marine Corps, Air Force, or Coast Guard) they are likely to be 
serving. Similarly, those who indicate they may be serving in the National Guard are asked to 
indicate whether they are likely to serve in the Army National Guard or the Air National Guard. 
Figure 3-3 provides estimates of the percent of young men and women expressing propensity to 
serve in different branches of the Reserves and National Guard. 

Source: 1999 YATS 

Source: 2004 – 2006 Youth Polls 
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Figure 3-3. National Guard and Reserve Propensity by Gender 
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Service Differences 
Historically, propensity for some Services has been higher than for others. More youth, for 
example, have indicated they were likely to join the Air Force than have indicated they were 
likely to join the Marine Corps. In general, the factors related to propensity for one Service are 
the same as those related to propensity for any other Service. Factors related to propensity for 
service in the Reserves are the same as factors related to propensity for active duty service. Not 
only are the factors the same, but the quantitative relationships are similar. For example, Figures 
3-1 and 3-2, which show the relationship of age to unaided and general military propensity, with 
appropriate adjustment of the propensity scale, would also show the relationship of age and 
propensity for the Army, Navy, National Guard, etc.  
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Trends in Propensity 
Fewer youth today have a propensity for military service than during the last years of the Cold 
War. More recently, young men’s propensity for military service rose immediately following the 
events of September 11th, reaching a high point in November 2001, where it remained stable 
through November 2003. Following the end of the conventional war in Iraq and the ongoing 
military presence and conflicts against terrorism, propensity beginning in May 2004 began a 
gradual decline and has dropped precipitously in June 2006. In general, young women’s 
propensity has remained relatively stable over the past 6 years. However, these patterns are not 
universal: trends in propensity differ for aided and unaided propensity, differ by race/ethnic 
group,vii and differ by Service.  
 
The figures in this section show observed values of propensity for each fielding of the Youth Poll 
since 2001 and include trend lines suggesting long-term trends.viii To a small degree, the 
observed values will include some sampling error. In the following charts, confidence intervals 
will almost always be less than 3 percentage points and usually less than 2 percentage points. 
That is, the propensity estimate shown for a particular year will usually be within 1 percentage 
point of what we would find if we interviewed every youth in America. For minority populations 
(Blacks and Hispanics), confidence intervals will be larger because estimates are based on fewer 
observations. For minorities, confidence intervals will almost always be less than 10 percentage 
points in the DoD Youth Polls and usually less than 5 percentage points. 
 
Detailed tables of the most recent data shown in this section (2001 through 2006) are in 
Appendix A. Appendix A includes propensity estimates and estimates for the majority of the 
standard questions asked as part of each Youth Poll and subgroup estimates for these questions 
for many of the standard breakouts requested (i.e., gender, age, race-ethnicity, education, etc.) 
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Figure 3-4 shows “trends” in unaided propensity – the percent of youth volunteering, without 
prompting from the interviewer, that military service is among their plans for the next few years.  
On average, since 2001, about 7.2 percent of men and 1.6 percent of women have volunteered 
that they expect to serve in the military. 
 
Unaided Propensity has changed significantly in the past several years for men.  From 2001 
through 2003, young men’s unaided propensity for military service increased about 1.3 
percentage points per year. Between 2003 and 2006, it dropped at approximately the same rate 
(1.1 percentage points a year). Although women’s propensity has fluctuated somewhat, the long-
term trend is constant. 
 
 
 
 

Note: The first trend line for men is based on Apr 01 – Nov 03. The second trend line for men is 
based on Nov 03 – Dec 05 projected to Jun 06. The trend line for women is based on Apr 01 – Dec 
05 projected to Jun 06. Detailed tables are in Appendix A. 
Source: 2001 – 2006 Youth Polls  

Figure 3-4. Unaided Propensity Trends
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Figure 3-5 shows trends in General Military Propensity – the percent of youth responding to a 
specific question about the U.S. Military saying they will “definitely” or “probably” be serving 
in the Military in the next few years. General Military Propensity has changed significantly in the 
past several years. From 2001 through 2003, young men’s propensity for military service 
increased about 2 percentage points per year. From 2003 to 2005 the propensity trends indicated 
only a slight annual decline (approximately ½ percentage point a year). The measured propensity 
estimate of 14 percentage points for males in June 2006 was substantially lower than expected 
(linear trend line estimated using 2003 - 2005 propensity was 20 percent).  
 
Women’s propensity has fluctuated somewhat and has shown a similar trend to males’, gradually 
increasing until 2003 then gradually decreasing. However, the magnitude of changes during this 
time has been much more subtle; reaching a high of 10 percentage points and a low of 6 
percentage points during this six-year period.  
 
 Figure 3-5. General Military Propensity Trends
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Note: The first trend line for men is based on Apr 01 – Nov 03. The second trend line for men is 
based on Nov 03 – Dec 05 projected to Jun 06. The trend line for women is based on Apr 01 – Dec 
05 projected to Jun 06. Detailed tables are in Appendix A. 
Source: 2001 – 2006 Youth Polls  
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Figure 3-6 shows General Military Propensity trends among White youth. Given that 
approximately 70 percent of youth are White, it is not surprising that trends in propensity among 
White youth closely resemble trends among all youth. Among young White men, propensity has 
gradually been trending upward since 2001, increasing about ½ percentage point per year. 
However, propensity started to deviate from this pattern slightly in December 2005 and has most 
recently deviated substantially, declining by more than four percentage points over a six-month 
period.  
 
Around 5 percent of young White women have said that they would “definitely” or “probably” 
serve since 2001. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: The trend line for men is based on Apr 01 – Dec 05 propensity projected to Jun 06. The first 
trend line for women is based on Apr 01 – Nov 03 propensity. The second trend line for women is 
based on Nov 03 – Dec 05 propensity projected to Jun 06. Detailed tables are in Appendix A. 
Source: 2001 – 2006 Youth Polls  

Figure 3-6. General Military Propensity Trends Among White Youth
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Figure 3-7 shows General Military Propensity trends among Black youth. In the early 2000s, 
Black men’s propensity appeared to be rebounding from the declines it experienced in the early 
1990s, during Operations Desert Shield/Desert Storm. At that time, Black leadership in this 
country suggested that, in the event of a ground war in Iraq, young Blacks would suffer heavy 
casualties. However since November 2003, Black men’s propensity has been declining sharply 
(approximately 2.5 percent a year on average). 
 
In contrast, young Black women’s propensity appeared to be relatively stable during the early 
2000s. However, like men, Black females’ propensity has been declining steadily since 
November 2003 (approximately 1.8 percent a year on average).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3-7. General Military Propensity Trends Among Black Youth
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Note: The first trend line for men and women is based on Apr 01 – Nov 03. The second trend line 
for men and women is based on Nov 03 – Dec 05 projected to Jun 06. Detailed tables are in 
Appendix A. 
Source: 2001 – 2006 Youth Polls  
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Figure 3-8 shows General Military Propensity trends among Hispanic youth. In April and August 
2001, propensity estimates for Hispanic men were unexpectedly low.  It is worth noting that 
sample sizes for Hispanic and Black youth in April and August 2001 were relatively small 
resulting in relatively large confidence intervals (approximately +/- 10%) making interpretation 
difficult. In November 2001, propensity estimates rebounded to more expected levels. Since this 
time propensity for Hispanic men has been gradually dropping (approximately 1.5 percent a 
year). Propensity substantially deviated from this pattern in June 2006, declining by 
approximately fifteen percentage points over a six-month period.  
 
The data indicate similar trends for Hispanic women’s propensity for military service: gradual 
increases in propensity followed by relatively sharp declines recently.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3-8. General Military Propensity Trends Among Hispanic Youth
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Note: The first trend line for men is based on Apr 01 – Jun 03. The second trend line for men is 
based on Jun 03 – Dec 05 projected to Jun 06. The first trend line for women is based on Apr 01 - 
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Detailed tables are in Appendix A. 
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Figures 3-9 through 3-13 show trends in propensity for active service in each of the Services.  
Generally, these match trends in General Military Propensity.   
 
Figure 3-9, showing trends for the Army, shows men’s propensity increasing throughout 2001 
then remaining stable through 2005. Male propensity for the Army has dropped sharply in the 
most recent poll (dropping 7 percentage points). Women’s propensity for the Army, although 
showing some fluctuation, has remained largely constant at approximately 6 percent. 

Note: The first trend line for men is based on Apr 01 – Nov 01. The second trend line for 
men is based on Nov 01 – Dec 05 projected to Jun 06. The first trend line for women is 
based on Apr 01 – May 04. The second trend line for women is based on May 04 – Dec 
05 projected to Jun 06. Detailed tables are in Appendix A. 
Source: 2001 – 2006 Youth Polls  

Figure 3-9. Trends in Propensity for Service in the Army

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

Apr-01 Aug-01 Nov-01 Nov-02 Jun-03 Nov-03 May-04 Nov-04 Jun-05 Dec-05 Jun-06

Youth Poll Fielding

Pr
op

en
si

ty

Men

Women



  Section 3: Enlistment Propensity 
 

Page 3-19       Department of Defense June 2006 Youth Poll 

Figure 3-10 shows a similar pattern for the Navy. Men’s propensity increased sharply throughout 
2001 and then remained stable through 2005 only to decline sharply in June 2006 (6 percentage 
point decline). Throughout this period, young women’s propensity for the Navy has fluctuated 
somewhat but remained about 5 percent. However, young women’s propensity for the Navy also 
declined to only 2 percent in June 2006. 

Figure 3-10. Trends in Propensity for Service in the Navy
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Note: The first trend line for men is based on Apr 01 – Nov 01. The second trend line for 
men is based on Nov 01 – Dec 05 projected to Jun 06. The trend line for women is based 
on Apr 01 –Dec 05 projected to Jun 06. Detailed tables are in Appendix A. 
Source: 2001 – 2006 Youth Polls  
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Young men’s propensity for the Marine Corps increased relatively steadily until November 2003 
(about 1½ percentage points per year). However, beginning in 2003, propensity began to 
gradually decline (about ½ percentage point per year). Similar to the Army and Navy, there was 
a considerable drop in propensity for men in June 2006 (about 3 percentage points). For the past 
20 years, between 3 and 4 percent of young women have expressed propensity for the Marine 
Corps. 

Figure 3-11. Trends in Propensity for Service in the Marine Corps
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Note: The first trend line for men is based on Apr 01 – Nov 03. The second trend line for 
men is based on Nov 03 – Dec 05 projected to Jun 06. The trend line for women is based 
on Apr 01 –Dec 05 propensity projected to Jun 06. Detailed tables are in Appendix A. 
Source: 2001 – 2006 Youth Polls  
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Figure 3-12 shows a similar pattern for the Air Force. Men’s propensity increased gradually from 
2001 to May 2004 (1 percentage point increase a year on average) and then remained relatively 
stable through 2005, only to decline sharply in June 2006 (4.4 percentage point decline). 
Throughout this period, young women’s propensity for the Air Force has fluctuated somewhat, 
but remained about 7 percent. Young women’s propensity for the Air Force seems to be slightly 
decreasing since November 2003 (approximately ½ percentage point a year) and has also 
declined dramatically in June 2006 (3 percentage point decline). 
 

Figure 3-12. Trends in Propensity for Service in the Air Force
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Note: The first trend line for men is based on Apr 01 – May 04. The second trend line for 
men is based on May 04 – Dec 05 projected to Jun 06. The first trend line for women is 
based on Apr 01 – Nov 03. The second trend line for women is based on Nov 03 – Dec 
05 projected to Jun 06. Detailed tables are in Appendix A. 
Source: 2001 – 2006 Youth Polls  
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Young men’s propensity for the Coast Guard (Figure 3-13) had been gradually increasing until 
June 2005, reaching a high of 10 percent at that time. Since then, young men’s propensity for the 
Coast Guard has been declining and is now approximately half of its June 2005 level (5 percent).  
Women’s propensity for the Coast Guard also has most recently declined and is now at only 2 
percent.  

Figure 3-13. Trends in Propensity for Service in the Coast Guard
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Note: The first trend line for men is based on Apr 01 – Jun 05. The second trend line for 
men is based on Jun 05 – Dec 05 projected to Jun 06. The first trend line for women is 
based on Apr 01 – Nov 02. The second trend line for women is based on Nov 02 – Dec 
05 propensity projected to Jun 06. Detailed tables are in Appendix A. 
Source: 2001 – 2006 Youth Polls  
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Propensity for the Reserves has been largely stable through 2005 for both men and women. For 
young men, propensity in June 2006 dropped precipitously from its December 2005 level 
(approximately 7 percentage point decline).Young women’s propensity also declined but not as 
severely (approximately 2.5 percentage point decline) 

Note: The first trend line for men is based on Apr 01 – Nov 01. The second trend line for 
men is based on Nov 01 – Dec 05 projected to Jun 06. The first trend line for women is 
based on Apr 01 – Nov 03. The second trend line for women is based on Nov 03 – Dec 
05 propensity projected to Jun 06. Detailed tables are in Appendix A. 
Source: 2001 – 2006 Youth Polls  

Figure 3-14. Trends in Propensity for Service in the Reserve 
Components
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Similar to the Reserves, propensity for the Guard has been largely stable through 2005 for both 
men and women, with sizeable declines in June 2006. For young men, propensity in June 2006 
dropped from its December 2005 level approximately 5 percentage points. Young women’s 
propensity also declined but less sharply (approximately 2.2 percentage point decline). 
 

Figure 3-15. Trends in Propensity for Service in the Army/Air 
National Guard
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Note: The trend line for men is based on Apr 01 – Dec 05 projected to Jun 06. The trend 
line for women is based on Apr 01 –Dec 05 projected to Jun 06. Detailed tables are in 
Appendix A. 
Source: 2001 – 2006 Youth Polls  
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Summary 
 
Propensity, which is defined in the Youth Polls as the percent of youth saying they will 
“definitely” or “probably” enter military service, has been shown to be a valid indicator of 
enlistment behavior. Youth who say they are likely to join are more likely to join than those who 
say they are unlikely to join. Independent research suggests that propensity, as measured in 
surveys such as the Youth Polls, reflects both relatively permanent tastes or preferences (such as 
a reluctance to leave home) and current circumstances (such as having satisfactory school or 
work arrangements). Youth’s propensity responses do not distinguish between enlistment and 
entering the military as an officer (or officer-trainee).  
 
Propensity is related to several demographic factors:  

• Men show higher levels of propensity than do women.  
• Propensity declines with age.  
• Propensity declines with education. Among high school students, propensity for the 

Military in general is somewhat higher than for Reserve/Guard service. Among college 
students and high school graduates, the differences disappear.  

• Propensity is higher among unemployed youth than among employed youth; youth who 
believe they have good job prospects have lower propensity than those who believe their 
job prospects are poor; youth who believe pay in the Military is better than pay in the 
civilian sector have higher propensity. 

• Propensity is highest among Hispanics. Propensity among Black, Asian, and White youth 
is relatively equivalent.  

• Propensity varies by region:  propensity is higher in the Pacific and West South Central 
regions, lowest in the New England region.  

 
Propensity for military service is general for most youth and not tied to a specific Service.  Most 
youth who express propensity for one Service express propensity for multiple Services. Most 
youth who express propensity for Reserve components also express propensity for active service.  
 
Looking back at data collected as part of the Youth Attitude Tracking Study (YATS) that was 
conducted until 1999, in general, young men’s propensity for military service rose during the 
Cold War, dropped following Operation Desert Storm, and had been declining until 2001. 
Beginning in 2001, propensity appeared to be on the incline. Starting in 2003-2004 for the 
Military in general this trend ended and propensity began to decline gradually. Young women’s 
propensity for military service has been constant since 1984, with some possible fluctuations. 
For both men and women however, declines in propensity were experienced in June 2006 that 
were unprecedented in magnitude. 
 
It is important to note that these generalizations do not entirely hold for specific race/ethnic 
groups or for different active Services or Reserve components. Propensity trends for Whites, 
Blacks, and Hispanics are distinct, as are propensity trends for different Services.
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i Except in wartime, the Coast Guard is part of the Department of Homeland Security. 
ii High school students and high school graduates whose AFQT score is projected to be in the top half of the 
population. 
iii H.S. Dropouts include any non-student who did not complete high school.  
iv Estimates for Race and Ethnicity categories are based on all respondents who indicate they belong to group. 
Respondents who indicate membership to multiple groups are counted as part of each group mentioned. 
v Separate estimates for Asians, Pacific Islanders, American Indians, and Eskimos who were high school seniors or 
high school graduates were not included because of sample size restrictions (they represent significantly smaller 
portions of the population, and of the Youth Poll sample, than Blacks or Hispanics). 
vi Census Regions defined as follows: New England (CT, ME, MA, NH, RI, VT); East North Central (IL, IN, MI, 
OH, WI); West North Central (IA, KS, MN, MO, NE, ND, SD); Mid-Atlantic (PA, NJ, NY); East South Central 
(AL, KY, MS, TN); South Atlantic (DE, FL, GA, MD, NC, SC, VA, DC, WV); Mountain (AZ, CO, ID, MT, NV, 
NM, UT, WY); Pacific (CA, OR, WA, AK, HI); West South Central (AR, LA, OK, TX).  
vii In this section, Race and Ethnicity categories are mutually exclusive, i.e., each respondent is only counted in one 
group. This was done to remain consistent with past trend lines reported by YATS and in the Youth Polls.  
viii Generally, we fit linear regression lines to observed data for two periods:  2001 – 2003 and 2004 – 2005. In some 
instances, the 2004 – 2005 trend appeared to be a continuation of the 2001 – 2003 trend; in such cases, a single trend 
line was fit. These fitted trends lines are then projected for June 2006 to illustrate a continuing trend or departure 
from the trend. While the trend lines we have included fit the data reasonably well, the reader should note that other 
trend lines might also fit the data reasonably well. The notes below each figure explain the procedures used for the 
trend lines in the figure. 
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