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Stop Talking to Yourself
Military Recruiting in the Modern Age
By Richard R. Bell, Elizabeth Goldsmith, Robert Martinez, and Donghyun Lee

T he decision to join the military 
is profoundly influenced by how 
individuals perceive military 

service. Recent evidence indicates that 
young people tend to have a negative 

view of the military, and the Depart-
ment of Defense (DOD) has struggled 
to effectively communicate with the 
youth market.1 DOD faces a critical 
challenge in recruiting individuals pos-

sessing the necessary qualities and skills 
to meet the demands of the National 
Security Strategy, and Stephanie Miller, 
Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense 
for Military Personnel Policy, under-
scored the severity of this challenge, 
labeling the recruitment shortfall as an 
“unprecedented mission gap” that sig-
nificantly impacts national service.2

Addressing young people’s re-
luctance to enlist requires a nuanced 
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understanding of the factors influencing 
their perceptions of military service. 
The prevalence of misinformation and 
selective information-sharing on digital 
platforms decreases young people’s 
willingness to consider military enlist-
ment as a viable career option. DOD’s 
inability to successfully advertise to the 
youth market is due to several factors: 
a lack of understanding of Generation 
Z (individuals born between 1995 and 
2004), an inability to collect data due 
to existing laws, and a stunted view on 
how to leverage new media. New media 
is broadly defined as interactive and 
interconnected online communications 
systems tied mainly to social networking, 
including platforms such as Facebook, 
X/Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, blogs, 
and forums.

This article argues that DOD faces 
significant obstacles in recruiting due 
to the way that it communicates with 
the current youth market. By leveraging 
new media and social engagements to 
highlight the benefits of military service, 
the military could present itself in a more 
relevant, authentic, and informative 
manner, ultimately increasing recruitment 
outcomes. This article explores the dif-
ficulties of recruiting the current youth 
market, discusses current DOD limita-
tions, and provides recommended lines of 
effort to address service challenges in the 
new media environment.

Defining the Problem
Young people’s views on the military 
are shaped by a mix of factors, includ-
ing how the military is portrayed in 

the media, personal experiences, and 
societal discussions. These factors sig-
nificantly influence the decisionmaking 
process about whether to enlist. Data 
on the willingness of young Americans 
to serve in the military highlights sig-
nificant concerns regarding military 
service:3

 • 70 percent are deterred by the risk of 
physical injury or death

 • 65 percent are deterred by the 
potential for post-traumatic stress 
disorder or other psychological issues

 • 58 percent are deterred by the pros-
pect of leaving family and friends

 • 46 percent are deterred by having 
other career interests

 • 40 percent are deterred by an aver-
sion to the military lifestyle.

Marine Corps Sergeant Alberto Ochoa, drill instructor with Fox Company, 2nd Recruit Training Battalion, corrects recruit during Table One Course 
of Fire at Marine Corps Base Camp Pendleton, California, August 21, 2024 (U.S. Marine Corps/Sarah M. Grawcock)
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Contrast these concerns with an 
understanding of Generation Z’s existing 
fears as they transition to the workplace: 
the rising cost of living, unemploy-
ment, mental health, and maintaining 
a healthy work-life balance. These fears 
contribute to a pessimistic view of the 
future among many in this generation, 
leading to postponed life decisions and 
a tendency toward frugality. Therefore, 
it is little wonder that young people do 
not see military service as a legitimate 
career option. Notably, the willingness 
of Generation Z to serve has decreased 
from 13 percent to 9 percent when com-
pared to Generation X,4 and confidence 
in the U.S. military has fallen from 72 
percent in 2020 to 60 percent in 2023.5 
This decline corresponds with a declin-
ing connection between society and 
Servicemembers.

New media increasingly shows the 
military as something that exacerbates 
Generation Z’s concerns instead of being 
an opportunity to join a profession, learn 
new skills, and earn a competitive salary. 
The system perpetuates misinformation 
and stereotypes about the military that 
appeal to existing cognitive biases. The 
University of California’s Santa Barbara 
Center for Information Technology and 
Society reported that misleading or fake 
stories are believed because they appeal 
to a shared belief a person already has.6 
Social media is designed in a way to 
perpetuate false narratives because the 
cost of entry is low, credibility is hard to 
ascertain, and social networks tend to be 
“ideologically homogenous,” with every-
one sharing similar beliefs. Social media is 
shown to have the greatest effect on pur-
chase decisions versus any other platform 
because of how it facilitates showing the 
opinions of others in the community, also 
known as social proof.7

DOD’s recruitment challenges are 
largely due to its outdated messaging 
strategies with the youth market, which 
is compounded by a generational reduc-
tion in military experience and exposure. 
The challenge is determining if the lack 
of interest in military service is due to a 
shift in values and discipline compared 
to previous generations or if it is a failure 
of the military Services to adjust their 

recruitment strategies to fit a changed 
societal and technological context.8 To 
bridge this gap, we posit that DOD 
must tailor its recruitment strategies to 
address the specific concerns and needs of 
Generation Z.

Recommendations
The first strategy requires the military 
to stop talking to itself. Given the 
apprehensions young people have 
toward military service, it is crucial for 
DOD to revamp its messaging to better 
align with the interests and values of 
the youth market. Recent Army and Air 
Force advertisements aimed at Gener-
ation Z inadvertently focus on aspects 
of military life—like the potential for 
physical injury, psychological strain, 
and separation from loved ones—that 
amplify their reservations.9

These advertisements often seem 
more suited to those already serving or 
inclined toward military service, reflecting 
a missed opportunity to connect with a 
broader audience. To appeal more effec-
tively to young people, it is essential to 
highlight the benefits of military service 
that matter most to them, such as finan-
cial security and education and portraying 
the military as a route to personal and 
professional growth, while subtly address-
ing their concerns about injury, stress, 
and military life.

Moreover, the use of military jargon 
and an overemphasis on combat roles can 
alienate those unfamiliar with the mili-
tary, failing to draw in young individuals 
without military connections.10 Using 
military terminology and highlighting 
war create the impression that the target 
audience is military members who are 
already serving.

To better connect with young audi-
ences, the Services must reimagine how 
they build the brand. The goal must be 
to shift away from traditional images 
of military personnel to a more holistic 
view that includes professional, personal, 
and academic growth. Sharing stories of 
transformation and resilience could help 
change the narrative, emphasizing posi-
tive aspects and benefits.

Expanding the population of those 
inclined to serve requires a long-term 

nuanced approach. Services must dif-
ferentiate between misconceptions and 
legitimate concerns about military service 
in a trustworthy manner. By doing so, 
DOD shifts the narrative from the risks 
to the rewards of service. Authentic sto-
rytelling that reflects the desires of young 
people—for home ownership, education, 
travel, camaraderie, and the unexpected 
benefits such as leadership skills and 
self-confidence—could make the military 
a more appealing career path. By crafting 
genuine and targeted messaging, the 
military could strengthen its brand as an 
attractive and rewarding career choice.

To boost military awareness and 
engagement, the military should adopt 
a show and tell approach, capitalizing 
on the influence of Servicemembers, 
veterans, and their various networks. 
Despite a decline in recommendations 
for military life, veterans are still much 
more likely to recommend service to 
close acquaintances, and those with mil-
itary connections are significantly more 
inclined to enlist.11 Therefore, investing 
in long-term initiatives to reconnect 
veterans to society should have signifi-
cant results, expanding opportunities to 
experience service as well as efforts to 
connect with influencers such as parents 
and teachers.

Key initiatives include:

 • Enhancing engagement with vet-
erans: partner with the Veterans 
Administration and veterans’ orga-
nizations to showcase the diverse 
achievements of veterans, highlight-
ing the benefits of military service, 
such as education, competitive pay, 
and financial stability.12

 • Implementing military internships 
and mentorship programs: offer 
short-term internships and establish 
mentorship programs to expose 
youth to military careers and lifestyle, 
demonstrating the military’s role 
and opportunities in a nontraditional 
light.13

 • Strengthening parental and influ-
encer outreach: extend outreach and 
advertising to parents and educators 
to cultivate key influencers, lever-
aging research that shows a strong 
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correlation between parental atti-
tudes toward the military and their 
children’s likelihood of enlisting.14

By implementing these strategies, the 
military could more effectively engage 
with potential recruits and their influenc-
ers, showcasing the varied and rewarding 
paths military service can offer.

Conclusion
Reduction in the connections between 
military services and the public, com-
bined with constraints on the Services 
in communicating via new media, 
challenge the Services to present mil-
itary service as an appealing option 
for today’s youth. By updating its use 
of new media and enhancing social 
engagements, the military could create 
and share stories that resonate with 
young people’s interests and concerns, 
thereby redefining the image of military 
service for Generation Z.

These focused efforts can shift 
Generation Z’s perspective on service, 
simultaneously addressing their con-
cerns while showcasing the military 
as a rewarding career choice. A deep, 
data-informed comprehension of youth 
perceptions is crucial to align military 
recruitment with the values and concerns 
of the next generation. JFQ
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