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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 
The Department of Defense (DoD) conducts Youth Polls on a regular basis to measure 
perceptions of the military and propensity to enlist in the military. This report details the findings 
of the October 2002 Youth Poll 4. The main focus of this poll was on the likelihood of youth to 
join the military and the influence that various sources of information have on youth’s beliefs 
about military service. Other focus points included youth’s overall impression of the military, 
knowledge of the military, sources of impressions and information, and attitudes toward 
recruiters, public service, and current events. 
 
Propensity Falls to Pre-9/11 Levels 
Composite active propensity and composite Reserve propensity showed significant declines 
since the October 2002 Youth Poll. Composite propensity for active duty of 16 to 21 year-old 
men, the population most important to recruiting, declined from last year’s high of 32% to 27%. 
This figure was similar to prior years’ composite propensity, suggesting a reversal of the post-
September 11th spike in propensity observed in 2001.  
 
Young men showed lower propensity specifically for the Army and Navy active duty 
Components, with no change in propensity for the other Services’ active duty components. 
Composite Reserve propensity for 16 to 21 year-old men remained relatively steady at 20% 
(from 21% last year). Composite propensity for active duty of 16 to 21 year-old women 
remained steady at 13% (from 12% last year). However, young women showed lower composite 
Reserve propensity (down to 8% from 10% in 2001). 
 
Factors Influencing Propensity 
Analyses revealed a link between youth’s attitudes and propensity. In particular, favorability and 
knowledge of the military as well as opinions of recruiters were positively related to propensity. 
Youth’s overall opinion of the military was quite favorable, but dropped from the post-
September 11th peak observed in October 2001 (down to 7.3 from 8.4 on a scale of 1 to 10). This 
leveling off occurred for all components of the active duty, National Guard and Reserve forces. 
Youth also showed a decline in self-reported knowledge of the military from 2001 level of 5.8 to 
5.1 (on a scale of 1 to 10). Interrelationships between these variables and propensity to join 
suggest that increasing youth’s knowledge about the military may contribute to increased interest 
in military service. 
 
Responses to questions about public service revealed that youth are interested in public service 
and that many youth are participating in public or civic service activities. In addition, more than 
one-half of youth expect to spend time in a public service job of some kind. However, youth 
generally do not readily consider military service as a type of public service.  
 
Current events have an effect on youth attitudes and propensity as well. In the October 2002 poll, 
53% of youth stated that the situation related to the “War on Terrorism” made them less likely to 
join the military. Youth stated it was likely that the U.S. would have the majority of its military 
troops engaged in battle in the next four years (83% agree). This expectation made most youth 
(62%) less likely to join the military, even though at the time of the poll there was widespread 
support for military actions to combat terrorism.  
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Youth Impressions of the Military 
In forming impressions about the military, youth rely on the other people in their lives more than 
any other source. Specifically, respondents mentioned family members, friends, teachers, 
counselors, and coaches as important influencers. As the majority of the people mentioned as 
important influencers had served in the military at some point (78%), it is not surprising that 
most youth report that these people had a positive effect on their likelihood to join the military 
(61%).  
 
Media was also mentioned as an important source of impressions. Sixty-eight percent of youth 
got their impressions from various forms of media, with specific reliance on television, reading 
sources and the Internet. However, these media outlets did not reflect as well on the military as 
people did. Only about a quarter of youth reported that media positively affected their likelihood 
to join military service.  
 
Generally, youth trust people as sources of information and do not trust entertainment-providing 
media. Youth said they trust military recruiters and mailings more than adults, but trust friends 
less. Recruiters had an overall positive influence on youth, as those who had spoken to a recruiter 
were more propensed to join the military than those who had not1. This finding underscores the 
importance of having a full complement of recruiters remaining proactive in attracting youth to 
military service. 
 
When Seeking Information about the Military… 
Youth reported that they would most likely use the Internet to get information about both 
military life and military benefits. They were nearly twice as likely to report using the Internet to 
get this type of information as adults were in the Fall 2002 Adult Poll. After the Internet, youth 
reported that they would go to a recruiter to get information about military life or military 
benefits. To get information specifically about military life, they would also seek advice from 
friends or family members who are serving or have served in the military. When asked how they 
would ideally like to be able to get information about the military, youth were more likely to cite 
speaking with military personnel or recruiters and not as likely to mention military friends or 
family, and the Internet.  
 
While the military may have limited control in shaping how it is portrayed in television news, a 
strategy can be developed to increase awareness, understanding, and knowledge of the military 
with the aid of people (i.e., recruiters, family members, and influencers such as teachers and 
coaches). Together with military websites, these entities can help increase the knowledge and 
propensity of American youth.   

                                                 
1 Caution should be taken when interpreting correlation results. Directionality should be interpreted carefully.  
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SECTION I. INTRODUCTION 
 
SITUATION 
 
In response to the recommendations made by the Eskew/Murphy advertising review (1999) and 
the National Research Council report Attitudes, Aptitudes, and Aspirations of American Youth: 
Implications for Military Recruitment (2003)2 to replace the annual Youth Attitude Tracking 
Study (YATS) with a poll that more frequently measures propensity, the U.S. Department of 
Defense (DoD) began conducting Youth Poll in March 2001. The results of the October 2002 
Youth Poll marks the fourth wave of these polls. 
 
PURPOSE 
 
The primary function of the Youth Poll is measuring propensity – the likelihood that youth will 
join the military. In addition, the Youth Poll is intended to provide the DoD with a better 
understanding of the youth market and information about their attitudes toward military service. 
Ultimately, this information can be leveraged to help increase the potential enlistment supply of 
American youth, thereby helping the Services meet their recruiting missions.  
 
FOCUS 
 
The Fall 2002 Youth Poll measured youth propensity and attitudes toward the military. The poll 
also focused on the way in which youth form their attitudes about the military. This report 
documents the results of this poll by looking at three primary research questions: 
 

1. What is the propensity of American youth to enlist in the military? 
 

2. What are youth’s attitudes toward the military (i.e., favorability, knowledge, and 
impressions)?   
- Who or what are the primary sources of their impressions?   
- Where do youth turn to get information on the military? 

 
3. What factors have the greatest impact on a youth’s propensity to enlist into the 

military? 
  
 

                                                 
2 National Research Council (2003).Attitudes, Aptitudes, and Aspirations of American Youth: Implications for 
Military Recruitment. Committee on the Youth Population and the Military Recruitment. Paul Sackett and Anne 
Mavor, editors. Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education. Washington, DC: The National Academies 
Press 
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ORGANIZATION OF THIS REPORT 
 
This report is divided into five sections: 
 
Section I.  Introduction - provides background on the purpose and objectives of this Youth 

Poll, the methodology and research approach, and the demographic characteristics 
of the survey respondents. 

Section II. Propensity - answers the first research question regarding the likelihood of youth to 
join the military. To investigate propensity, questions related to the future plans of 
youth are asked in addition to questions concerning the likelihood to join specific 
military branches. 

Section III. Youth Attitudes - answers the second research question concerning youth’s attitudes 
toward the military. In addition to favorability and knowledge of the military, 
sources of impressions and sources of military information are examined. Youth’s 
opinions on recruiters, current events, and economic indicators are examined to 
gain a better understanding of youth’s attitudes. Youth’s view of and involvement 
with public service is also covered in this section.  

Section IV. The Link to Propensity - answers the third research question concerning the factors 
that have the strongest relationship with likelihood to join the military. 
Demographic and attitudinal factors are investigated to determine their relationship 
with likelihood to join. 

Section V. Summary and Recommendations - summarizes the results of the October 2002 
Youth Poll and provides conclusions and recommendations for tactical and 
strategic planning. 

 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
The October 2002 Youth Poll used random digit dialing administered via Computer Assisted 
Telephone Interviews (CATI) between October 15, 2002 and November 17, 2002 to collect data. 
American households were screened for the target audience: Americans between the ages of 15 
and 21. In the case that more than one person in the household met these criteria the respondent 
with the most recent birthday prior to the interview date was selected. 
 
Overall, 2,003 youth aged 15 and 21 responded to the survey and took an average of 24 minutes to 
complete it. The data were weighted by age and race/ethnicity to reflect the general population 
based on March 2002 CPS data from the U.S. Census. Soft quotas were placed on eight 
geographic regions (based on 2000 U.S. Census). 
 
Overall margin of error at 95% confidence interval is approximately: 
- ± 2.2 percentage points for proportions 
- ± 0.11 for 10-point scales 
 
Appendix 1 contains a detailed technical assessment and description of the research methodology.



October 2002 Department of Defense Youth Poll 4 

3 

OTHER INFLUENCING  
FACTORS 

Economy, Job Market, 
Society, Recruiting 

ATTITUDES OF YOUTH 
TOWARD MILITARY 

• Future Plans 
• Favorability toward the Military 
• Knowledge of Military 
• Sources of Impressions 
• Sources of Information 
• Public Service 
• Recruiters, Current Events, and 

Economic Indicators 

 
 

PROPENSITY OF 
YOUTH TO 
SERVE IN 
MILITARY 

(potential supply)

 
 

 
ENLISTMENTS 

ATTITUDES OF ADULTS 
TOWARD MILITARY 

• Favorability toward the Military 
• Knowledge of Military 
• Advice About/Support for the 

Military 
• Sources of Impressions 
• Sources of Information 
• Recruiters, Current Events, and 

Economic Indicators 

APPROACH 
 
Accurate information about youth attitudes and enlistment is necessary to the Department of 
Defense’s requirement to maintain a quality all-volunteer military force. Propensity to enlist in the 
military is an important metric has been found to be predictive of actual enlistment behavior and is 
therefore an important metric. Enlistment is connected to other activities and opportunities faced 
by youth as well, including schooling, work, entertainment, leisure, etc. As these activities and 
opportunities have changed over time, so too has the attractiveness of military service. The Youth 
Poll focuses on propensity and youth attitudes toward the military. The October 2002 Youth Poll 
measured youth’s: 
 

• Future plans 
• Favorability toward the military 
• Knowledge and impression of the military 
• Sources of military impressions  
• Sources of military information 
• Perceptions of public service, recruiters, current events, and economic indicators 

 
This report attempts to demonstrate how these youth attitudes impact youth propensity to enlist in 
the military. It is these attitudes, combined with adult attitudes, adult likelihood to recommend 
military Service, and other influencing factors that ultimately impact the ability of the U.S. 
Military to meet its recruiting requirements. The figure below displays this conceptual model. 
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