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About POLIS  
The Centre for Social Research and Methods has been rebranded as POLIS: The 

Centre for Social Policy Research. As part of this change, the Centre for Aboriginal 

Economic Policy Research (CAEPR) has joined POLIS and is being renamed the 

Centre for Indigenous Policy Research. 

POLIS – which draws from the Ancient Greek for the administrative centre of the 

City-State – is designed to provide a designated space at the ANU for discussion, 

debate and research on the formulation of social policy. The rebrand will allow 

POLIS to better capture and market the key work of the centre in providing 

research and expertise on social policy in response to community and federal and 

state/territory government needs and requirements. 

POLIS delivers exceptionally robust data and evidence-driven insights into the key 

challenges facing contemporary Australia. This provides the foundational 

cornerstones of informed social policy development amongst leading stakeholders 

within our modern policy: government, community groups, business 

representatives, and educators. 
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Abstract 

This report investigates the factors shaping young Australians’ plans to 
join the Australian Defence Force (ADF). There is a current need to 
increase the numbers of the ADF. Using nationally representative 
longitudinal data from the GENERATION Study, this report examines 
the characteristics of senior secondary students who plan to join the 
ADF after finishing school. Seven percent of Year 10 students reported 

plans to join the ADF. Having parents who want the young person to 
join the ADF was the strongest predictor of plans to join the ADF. 

Having parents employed in the ADF, having parents born in Australia, 
being male, and having friends with ADF aspirations were also 
associated with plans to join the ADF. Young people with Realistic, 
Enterprising, Engineering, or Physical Science career interests were 
more likely to plan to join the ADF. The findings highlight the influential 

role of families, peers, and career preferences, suggesting recruitment 
approaches should engage broader social and educational contexts to 
effectively attract and retain future ADF personnel. 
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Executive Summary 
A key focus of the Australian Defence Force’s (ADF) National Defence Strategy is to recruit, retain, 

and grow a highly specialised and skilled workforce (Department of Defence, 2024). However, the 

ADF achieved only around 80% of its recruitment target between 2020–21 and 2022–23, falling short 

by approximately 4,400 personnel. Consequently, there is an urgent need to transform the Defence’s 

recruitment and retention systems, particularly of diverse groups. Young people remain a key 

demographic in this effort, with many eligible to join the ADF after completing secondary school.  

Despite the strategic importance of recruiting young Australians, there is a lack of research on the 

factors that influence their plans to join the Defence force. This report addresses this gap by 

analysing nationally representative longitudinal data from the GENERATION Study to examine the 

characteristics of senior secondary school students who plan to join the ADF after finishing school.  

The analysis shows that seven percent of Year 10 students planned to join the ADF after finishing 

secondary school. In Year 10, the strongest predictor of planning to joining the ADF was having 

parents who wanted them to join. Having a parent employed in the ADF, having parents born in 

Australia, having friends planning to join the ADF, and being male were also positively associated 

with plans to join the ADF.   

Students interested in Realistic and Enterprising careers were more likely to have plans to join the 

ADF, while those with Artistic or Conventional interests were less likely. Interest in Engineering was 

positively associated with ADF plans for males and females, and interest in Physical Science careers 

was an additional significant predictor for females.   

The analysis also explored how plans to join the ADF changed between Year 10 to Year 12. Being male 

and having parents born in Australia were associated with maintaining plans to join the ADF. In 

contrast, being from a regional or remote areas was associated with a reduced likelihood of 

sustaining ADF aspirations. Although only 3% of the longitudinal sample developed plans to join the 

ADF between Year 10 and Year 12, parental employment in the ADF was positively associated with 

developing these aspirations by Year 12, whereas having university-educated parents was associated 

with a lower likelihood of doing so.  

Overall, the findings highlight the strong influence of family, peers, and career preferences on young 

people’s interest in joining the ADF. They suggest that effective recruitment strategies must go 

beyond targeting individuals and consider the broader social and educational environments (e.g., 

families, schools, communities) in which young people make career decisions. The results also 

suggest that adapting recruitment messages to align with students’ career interests and addressing 

barriers faced by under-represented groups may help support the growth of the ADF workforce.  
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Introduction  
A key focus of the Australian Defence Force’s (ADF) National Defence Strategy is to recruit, retain 

and grow a highly specialised and skilled workforce (Department of Defence, 2024). According to the 

Strategy, the ADF achieved around 80% of its recruitment target, a shortfall of around 4,400 

personnel, between 2020-21 and 2022-23.  Consequently, there is an urgent need to transform the 

Defence’s recruitment and retention systems, particularly of young people and diverse groups 

(including gender, First Nations people, and culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds) 

(Department of Defence, 2024).  

Workforce data provides insight into the current makeup of the ADF. Females comprise 21% of the 

Permanent ADF personnel (24% Navy, 15% Army and 27% Air Force) (Department of Defence 2025), 

however, the number of females in the ADF increased 2.5% between 2019-2020 to 2023-2024 

(Department of Defence 2025b). First Nations peoples made up 3.9% of the Permanent ADF 

workforce (Department of Defence 2025). 15% of the permanent ADF workforce were born overseas, 

and 12% speak a language other than English. People aged under 24 made up 25% of the total 

permanent ADF workforce (Department of Defence 2024b).  

Recently, there has been an increase in targeted and innovative messaging aimed at boosting 

recruitment, particularly among young people (Department of Defence, 2025c). Programs developed 

to specifically target young people include the Youth and the Defence Work Experience Program, 

ADF Cadets Program, ADF Gap Year Program, Defence graduates and entry level programs, and the 

Defence STEM Cadetship Program (Department of Defence, 2025).  A total of 830 young people, 

30% of whom identify as female, have enrolled in the 2025 ADF Gap Year program, representing 86% 

of the target, a slight increase from the numbers seen in 2023–24 (Department of Defence, 2025). 

Similarly, the number of females in the STEM Cadetship program increased to 55% in 2025, up from 

42% in 2024 (Department of Defence, 2025).  

Despite its importance, there is a surprising lack of academic research on the factors that influence 

young people plans to join the ADF. The most recent research is that by Gore et al. (2017) in the peer-

reviewed journal Armed Forces and Society. In this study, 6,492 students from Year 3 to 12 across 

Australia were surveyed about their future career interests. In addition, over 500 students also 

participated in 30-minute focus groups. The research found that males, students from an English-

speaking background and students from non-metro areas were more likely to want a future career or 

job in the Defence force.   

Qualitative analysis of both survey responses and focus group data revealed four main reasons why 

students are drawn to a Defence career: (1) desire for masculinity and a masculine identity, (2) family 

influence, (3) the opportunity for a military career, and (4) the associated benefits with enlisting 

(Gore et al., 2017). The first key theme – desire for masculinity and a masculine identity – reflected 

interest in a Defence career related to opportunities for fitness, aggression, violence, patriotism, 

adventure and danger.  The second theme – family influence – reflected a desire to join the Defence 

force to follow in the footsteps of someone in their family. In the third theme – opportunity for a 

military career – students talked how they had an interest in a specified job or occupation within the 

Defence force, such as being a nurse or mechanic. The final theme focused on associated benefits 

with enlisting, with students mentioning financial incentives (i.e., paid training, high pay levels, 

subsidized accommodation) of joining the Defence force.    
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Internationally, there is also limited research on young people’s aspirations to join the military or 

defence force. In 2003, a book titled Attitudes, Aptitudes, and Aspirations of American Youth: 

Implications for Military Recruitment (National Research Council, 2003), explored the factors that 

shape whether young people do or do not consider joining the US military. Importantly, plans to join 

the military begin early, before they are eligible to enlist (National Research Council, 2003). The 

authors found that family and peer influences are strong predictors for joining the military.  In 

addition, the research highlights the key factors deterring young people from joining the military, 

including fears about the potential impact on their physical and mental health, as well as concerns 

over a loss of personal autonomy.  

Given the limited research on young people's plans for joining the ADF, this report outlines the 

characteristics of young people interested in pursuing a career in the ADF after completing school. 

Results presented in this report are derived using data from the GENERATION longitudinal study of 

Australian Youth.  

Data and Methods 

Data 

This analysis uses the first three waves of the GENERATION Survey, a nationally representative 

longitudinal survey of Australian youth (Edwards et al., 2023). Beginning in 2022, when students were in 

Year 10, the GENERATION study surveys the same cohort of young people annually. The GENERATION 

study consists of 15,321 participants in Wave 1 (completed surveys), 3,510 participants in Wave 2 and 

3,994 participants in Wave 3.  

Planning to Join the Australian Defence Force 

Young people were classified as having as Planning to Join the Australian Defence Force (ADF) if they 

selected “Australian Defence Force” as their intended plan immediately after leaving school (item PE1) 

or if they reported planning to join the ADF sometime in the future (PE5). 

Predictor Variables  

A key aim of this study is to identify factors associated with young people's plans to join the Australian 

Defence Force. Table 1 and 2 provides an overview of the predictor variables included in the analysis, 

along with a description of how each variable was derived. 

  



   

       Working Paper No. 2/2026|Arnup, J, Doery, K and Edwards, B  9 

Table 1 - Predictor Variables: Young Person Variables  

Variable Name Description 

Gender  Gender was assessed using the item GEND1 (“How do you describe your 
gender?”) and categorised as Male, Female, or Non-Binary, Another Term, 
or Prefer Not to Say. Responses indicating non-binary or another self-
described term were combined into a single category due to small sample 
sizes.  

First Nations   First Nations identity was determined using the item IND (“Do you identify 
as Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, or both?”). Participants were classified 
as First Nations if they selected Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, or Both. 
This item was collected in Wave 1 only. 

Regional or Remote 
Area 

Geographical area was determined based on the classification of the young 
person's school (Area). Participants attending schools located in inner 
regional, outer regional, remote, or very remote areas were classified as 
living in a regional or remote area.  

State  Australian State or Territory was determined based on the location of the 
young person’s school (State). This item was included in all waves of data 
collection. Due to recruitment challenges, the study includes a limited 
number of participants from the Northern Territory. 

School Sector  School sector was determined based on the classification of the young 
person's school (Sector), with schools categorised as Government, 
Catholic, or Independent (Private).  

Socioeconomic 
Status 

Socioeconomic status of young person’s school was determined by the 
Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA), Index of Education and 
Occupation, by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) in 2021. This 
measure reflects the educational and occupational level of communities: a 
low score indicates relatively lower education and occupation levels of 
people in the area. As the data was provided in deciles, this measure was 
categorised into the bottom 30% (disadvantaged), middle 40% and top 
30% (advantaged) of socioeconomic status. 

Born in Australia  The young person’s country of birth was determined using the item COB1 
(“In what country were you and your parents born?”). Respondents who 
selected their country of birth as Australia (including external territories) 
were coded as being born in Australia. This item was included in Wave 1 
only. 

Non-English Speaking 
Background 

Young people’s language background was assessed using the item LANG1 
(“What language do you speak at home most of the time?”). Respondents 
who reported speaking a language other than English were classified as 
having a Non-English Speaking Background. This item was collected in 
Wave 1 only. 

Disability  Disability status was determined using the item DIS (“Have you had a 
disability for a long time [more than 6 months]?”). Respondents who 
answered yes were classified as having a disability. This item was collected 
in Wave 1 only. 

Accelerated Young people engaged in accelerated learning were identified using the 
item SC1 (“Are you studying any of the following?”). Respondents who 
selected Year 11 or 12 subjects were classified as participating in 
accelerated learning. This item was collected in Wave 1 only, when 
participants were in Year 10. 
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Friends plan to join 
the ADF 

Young people’s perceptions of their friends’ intentions to join the 
Australian Defence Force were assessed using the item PE3 (“What do you 
think most of your friends plan to do after they leave school?”). 
Respondents who selected Join the Australian Defence Force were coded 
as perceiving that their friends plan to join the ADF. 

Parents want young 
person to join ADF  

Young people’s perceptions of their parents’ or caregivers’ wishes 
regarding their career plans after leaving school were assessed using the 
item PE2 (“What do you think your parents or caregivers want you to do 
after you leave school?”). Respondents who selected Join the Australian 
Defence Force were coded as perceiving that their parents want them to 
join the ADF.  

 

Table 2 - Predictor Variables Used in Models: Family/Parent Variables 

Variable Name Description 

Parent born in Australia Parent country of birth was determined using the item COB1 (“In what 
country were you and your parents born?”). Respondents who indicated 
Australia (including external territories) for at least one parents were 
coded as having parent(s) born in Australia. This item was collected in 
Wave 1 only. 

Parent has university 
degree 

Parent education level was determined using the items PED1_z (“What 
was the highest level of education your mother or female carer 
completed?”) and PED2_z (“What was the highest level of education your 
father or male carer completed?”). Respondents who reported University 
or Postgraduate Degree for either parent were coded as having a parent 
with a university-level qualification. Responses from Waves 1, 2, and 3 
were combined to derive this variable. 

Parent ADF occupation 
(ever) 

Parent occupation in the Australian Defence Force was determined using 
responses to parent/guardian occupation items (PAREMP2, PAREMP5, 
HHLDOCC_1, HHLDOCC_2), where young people provided their parents’ 
current job or occupation. These responses were coded using the 
Australian and New Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations 
(ANZSCO). Parents were classified as employed in the ADF if their 
occupation matched one of the following ANZSCO codes: 

• 1112 General Managers 
• 4411 Defence Force Members – Other Ranks 
• 1391 Commissioned Officers (Management) 
• 1392 Senior Non-commissioned Defence Force Members 

Young person reports from Waves 1, 2, and 3 were used to construct this 
variable. 

Career Interests  

Young people’s career interests were measured in Wave 1 of the GENERATION Survey using the 35-item 

Comprehensive Assessment of Basic Interests (CABIN) Revised Short Form (Su, 2022, see Appendix B of 

Edwards et al., 2025), adapted from Su et al. (2019) for the GENERATION study. These items consisted 

of a series of activities, and participants indicated whether they would like or not like to perform each 

task. The items capture interests aligned with Holland’s (1959) RIASEC model, which comprises six 

vocational personality types: Realistic, Investigative, Artistic, Social, Enterprising, and Conventional. In 
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addition, five STEM-related scales were derived, reflecting interests in Engineering, Physical Sciences, 

Mathematical and Computer Sciences, Life and Medical Sciences, and Social Sciences. Descriptions of 

the career interest categories are provided in Table 3. 

Scores for each career interest area were calculated by averaging responses to the relevant items (for a 

list refer to Edwards et al., 2025). These career interest scores were then standardised within the 

sample to have a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1, to aide interpretation. Higher standardised 

scores indicate greater interest in that career area, for the GENERATION Wave 1 sample. 

Table 3 - Career Interest Descriptions 

Career Interest Description 

RIASEC (Realistic, Investigative, Artistic, Social, Enterprising, and Conventional) Model  

Realistic People with Realistic interests like work that includes practical, hands-on 
problems and answers. Often people with Realistic interests do not like 
careers that involve paperwork or working closely with others. They like 
working with plants and animals, real-world materials like wood, tools 
and machinery, outside work. 

Investigative People with Investigative interests like work that has to do with ideas and 
thinking rather than physical activity or leading people. They like 
searching for facts, figuring out problems.   

Artistic People with Artistic interests like work that deal with the artistic side of 
things such as acting, music, art and design. They like creativity in their 
work, work that can be done without following a set of rules.  

Social People with Social interest like working with others to help learn and 
grow. They like working with people more than working with objects, 
machines or information. They like teaching, giving advice, helping and 
being of service to people. 

Enterprising People with Enterprising interests like work that has to do with starting up 
and carrying out business projects. These people like taking action rather 
than thinking about things. They like persuading and leading people, 
making decisions, taking risks for profits. 

Conventional People with Conventional interests like work that follows set procedures 
and routines. They prefer working with information and paying attention to 
details rather than working with ideas. They like working with clear rules, 
following a strong leader.  

Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) Scales  

Engineering The engineering subscale covers interests in designing and developing 
products. 

Physical Science The physical science subscale covers interests in the world around them 
and like activities related to astronomy and earth sciences.  

Mathematics and 
Computer Science 

The mathematics and computer science subscale covers interests for 
using mathematical equations, algorithms, and computer systems. 

Life and Medical 
Science 

The life and medical science subscale encompasses interests in the 
human body, genomics, and health and medicine. 

Social Science The social science subscale encompasses interest in the study of society 
and the ways in which individuals behave and interact with one another. 
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Findings 

Descriptive Statistics  

Overall Trends  

The GENERATION study tracked young people’s post-school plans over time. In 2022, when participants 

were in Year 10, 6.94% reported planning to join the Australian Defence Force (see Table 4). The overall 

proportion increased to 7.8% in 2023, before declining to 5.01% in 2024. These percentages are similar 

to those reported by Gore et al. (2013), who found that 5-7% of senior secondary students aspired to a 

career in the military. 

Across all waves, the proportion of males reporting plans to join the ADF was consistently higher than 

females, ranging from 8% to 10%. Those from low SES areas had relatively higher levels of interest in 

the ADF. Students in regional areas also showed declines in interest, from 7% to 4%. 

Table 4 - Percentage of Students Planning to Join the ADF After Finishing School 

Plans to Join the ADF 2022 / Year 10* 2023 / Year 11 2024 / Year 12  
Male 9.59 10.44 8.09 
Female 5.35 6.01 3.24 
First Nations** 9.79 13.19 6.93 
Regional or Remote 6.72 6.86 4.01 
Young Person Born in Australia 7.03 6.50 5.79 
Non-English Speaking Background 5.05 6.67 3.58 
Low Socioeconomic Status 8.37 11.36 5.39 
Overall 6.94 7.80 5.01 
Notes: Cross-Sectional weights applied  
*Completed surveys only  
** Due to the small sample size of First Nation participants and the potential for unstable or unreliable weighted 
estimates, cross-sectional weights were not applied to this row.   

Demographic Characteristics  

Using Wave 1 data, when participants were in Year 10, we examined the demographic characteristics of 

young people who reported plans to join the ADF (see Table 5).  Among those who planned to join the 

ADF, a majority were male, attended a government school, and lived in a major city. 87% of young 

people who planned to join the ADF were born in Australia, and 83% had parents born in Australia. 17% 

of those who planned to join the ADF self-reported having a disability, 10% had a non-English speaking 

background, and 5% were First Nations people. 
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Table 5 – Demographics Characteristics of Young People with ADF Plans 

 Plans to join the ADF 
% 

Gender  
   Males 53.57 
   Female 41.09 
   Non-Binary, Another Term, or Prefer Not to Say 5.34 
School Sector  
   Catholic 19.90 
   Government 61.61 
   Independent 18.49 
Geographical Area  
   Regional/Remote Area 24.17 
   Major City  75.83 
Socioeconomic Status (SEIFA)  
   Low (Disadvantaged) 28.43 
   Medium 39.48 
   High (Advantaged) 32.09 
Disability  17.97 
First Nations 5.17 
Non-English Speaking Background 9.63 
Young Person Born in Australia 86.63 
Accelerated  35.67 
Friends plan to join the ADF 18.35 
Parent characteristics   
Parent Wants Young Person to Join ADF 32.52 
Parent Born in Australia 82.95 
Parent Has University Degree 55.60 
Parent ADF Occupation 6.82 
Notes: N ranges from 11,600-15,321 due to missing values. Complete Wave 1 surveys 
only.  
Cross-Sectional weights (Wave 1) applied. SEIFA = Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas.  

 

Regression Models  

Overall Model 

We examined the predictors of young people planning to join the Australian Defence Force after 

finishing school, using logistic regression analysis. The analytic sample included almost 15,000 young 

people who participated in Wave 1, 2, or 3 of the GENERATION study. The model includes the predictor 

variables detailed in Table 1 and 2. Table 6 presents the logistic regression results as odds ratios (ORs). 

Odds ratios represent the likelihood of reporting plans to join the ADF for each predictor, relative to a 

reference category, while controlling for other variables. An odds ratio greater than 1 indicates higher 
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odds of planning to join the ADF compared to the reference group, whereas an odds ratio less than 1 

indicates lower odds. 

The strongest predictor of planning to join the ADF was the young person’s perception that their 

parents wanted them to join the ADF. Young people who reported that their parents wanted them to join 

the ADF after leaving school were 31 times more likely to plan to join the ADF themselves.1 Additionally, 

young people with at least one parent with a Defence occupation were 1.9 times more likely to plan to 

join the ADF. These findings highlight the strong influence of family in shaping young people’s 

intentions to pursue a career in the Defence Force.  

Friend’s plans to join the ADF was also a significant predictor of planning to join the ADF. Young people 

who perceived that their friends wanted to join the ADF after finishing school were twice as likely to 

plan to join the Defence Force compared to those who did not share this perception. 

There were also clear differences between genders. Males were 1.7 times more likely than females to 

plan to join the ADF after finishing school. 

Family background played a role as well – young people with at least one parent born in Australia were 

1.5 times more likely to plan to join the ADF compared to peers whose parents were born overseas.  

The significant Wave 3 variable, compared to Wave 1, indicates that aspirations for the ADF declined 

over time.   

State, geographical area, area socioeconomic status, and school sector were not found to be associated 

with planning to join the ADF. In addition, several student background characteristics were not 

significantly associated with plans to join the ADF. These variables included Aboriginal and/or Torres 

Strait Islander background, disability, speaking a language other than English at home, being born in 

Australia, participating in an accelerated learning program in Year 10, and having a parent with a 

university degree.  

  

 

1 Note that due to its high predictive power, this variable was excluded from subsequent models to avoid masking the 
influence of other importance predictors. 
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Table 6 - Predictors of Planning to Join the ADF (Logistic Regression Model) 

 Odds Ratio Standard Errors 
Parent Wants Young Person to Join ADF 31.506*** (3.439) 
Wave of Data Collection (Ref: Wave 1)   
   Wave 2 0.888 (0.079) 
   Wave 3 0.598*** (0.061) 
Gender (Ref: Female)   
   Male 1.729*** (0.150) 
   Non-Binary/Another Term/Prefer Not to Say 1.109 (0.233) 
Geographical Area (Ref: Major Cities)   
   Regional/Remote 0.824 (0.104) 
Socioeconomic Status (Ref: High/Advantaged)   
   Low (Disadvantaged) 1.178 (0.148) 
   Medium 0.950 (0.107) 
School Sector (Ref: Catholic)   
   Government 0.978 (0.175) 
   Independent 1.053 (0.176) 
Self Reported Disability > 6 months 1.195 (0.133) 
First Nations 1.129 (0.253) 
Non-English Speaking Background 1.140 (0.184) 
Young Person Born in Australia 0.869 (0.114) 
Accelerated 1.064 (0.095) 
Friends plan to join the ADF 2.033*** (0.225) 
School State (Ref: NSW)   
   VIC 0.833 (0.124) 
   QLD 1.069 (0.156) 
   SA 0.878 (0.118) 
   WA 0.978 (0.150) 
   TAS 1.017 (0.272) 
   ACT 0.957 (0.193) 
Parent Born in Australia 1.513*** (0.202) 
Parent Occupation is ADF (ever) 1.956*** (0.498) 
Parent Has University Degree 0.943 (0.092) 
Notes: N = 14,962. Standard errors in parentheses, clustered at the individual level. No 
estimate for Northern Territory due to low sample size.  *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Gender Differences 

To examine whether the predictors of planning to join the ADF differed by gender, we estimated 

separate models for males (n = 5,723) and females (n = 8,623) in addition to the full model (n = 14,962). 

Figure 1 shows the results of these three logistic regression models, with estimated odds ratios and 

95% confidence intervals. These models do not include the parent(s) wants young person to join ADF 

variable due to its high predictive power and to avoid masking of other predictive variables. Models 

include controls for state, gender and wave of data collection, but these results are not shown in the 

figure. 
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Overall, the results were broadly similar for males and females. Having a parent with an ADF occupation, 

having at least one parent born in Australia, and perceiving that one's friends intend to join the ADF all 

remained strong and statistically significant predictors of a young person’s intention to join the Defence 

Force. 

Figure 1 - Predictors of Plans to Join the ADF: Full Model, Males and Females 

Career Interests  

Students’ career interests, as measured by the RIASEC and RIASEC STEM scales, were subsequently 

included in the logistic regression models to examine whether career interests were predictive of plans 

to join the ADF. To explore potential gender differences in the influence of career interests, the results 

are presented separately for males (Figure 2) and females (Figure 3). The career interest variables were 

added to the full model described above; however, other predictor variables are not displayed in the 

figures to ease interpretation.  

Among males (Figure 2), those with relatively high scores on the Realistic and Enterprising career 

interest scales were more likely to plan to join the ADF. In contrast, higher scores on the Artistic and 

Conventional interest scales were associated with a lower likelihood of joining the ADF career 

aspirations. When examining the STEM domains, males with a strong interest in engineering were more 

likely to plan to join the ADF, whereas those with interests in life and medical sciences were less likely 

to do so. 

Females with relatively high scores on the Realistic and Enterprising career interest scales were more 

likely to plan to join the ADF (Figure 3). Additionally, relatively higher Investigative scores were 

positively associated with ADF aspirations among females. However, females with higher scores on the 

Artistic and Conventional career interest scales were less likely to report plans to join the ADF. In the 

STEM domains, females with a relatively strong interest in physical sciences careers were more likely to 
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plan to join the ADF. Interest in engineering was also positively associated with ADF aspirations among 

females.  

Figure 2 - Predictors of ADF Aspirations: Career Interests, Males (N = 5,723) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 - Predictors of ADF Aspirations: Career Interests, Females (N = 8,623) 
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Plans to Join the Australian Defence Force Over Time  

Changes Over Time 

We next examined changes of ADF aspirations over time. For this longitudinal analysis, we restricted 

the GENERATION sample to young people who participated in all three waves of data collection, 

resulting in a cohort of 2,727 individuals. This allows us to see how the same young people change their 

plans over time. Table 7 presents the percentage of young people who reported plans to join the ADF at 

each wave of data collection. There was a small decline in the proportion planning to join the ADF, 

decreasing from 8% at the first wave to 6% by the third wave of the GENERATION study.  

Table 7 - Changes in ADF Aspirations Over Time  

Wave / Year Wave 1 / 2022 Wave 2 / 2023 Wave 3 / 2024 
School Year Year 10 Year 11 Year 12 

Plan to Join the ADF 7.99% 6.93% 6.01% 

N = 2,727, GENERATION Wave 1-3 Balanced Sample 

Predictors of ADF Plans Over Time 

We next conducted analysis on two groups within the sample to better understand the persistence and 

emergence of plans to join the Australian Defence Force over time.  

First, we examined the young people who expressed plans to join the ADF in Year 10 and modelled the 

predictors of whether these aspirations were maintained in Year 12 (Table 8, Model 1). This analysis 

allowed us to identify factors associated with the stability of initial interest in the ADF during the final 

years of secondary schooling. 36% of young people retained their plans to join the ADF from Year 10 to 

Year 12, leaving 64% who changed their plans over time. 

We found that males were significantly more likely, compared to females, to sustain their plans to join 

the ADF. Young people attending a school in regional or remote areas were less likely to maintain ADF 

plans, compared to students in metropolitan areas. Young people from a non-English speaking 

background were more likely to retain plans to join the ADF over time, compared to young people with 

an English-speaking background. However, due to relatively small numbers of young people of non-

English background with initial plans to join the ADF, this finding should be interpreted with caution.   

Having at least one parent born in Australia was associated with a greater likelihood of persisting with 

ADF aspirations, compared to young people with parents born overseas.  

Next, we analysed the group of young people who did not report plans to join the ADF at Year 10 and 

modelled the predictors of developing plans to join the ADF at Year 12 (Table 8, Model 2). This enabled 

us to explore the characteristics and influences that contribute to the emergence of plans to join the 

ADF in the final year of secondary school.  Only 3% of the young people developed plans to join the ADF 

in Year 12, after not having ADF aspirations in Year 10.  

For young people who didn’t plan to join the ADF at first, the predictors associated with planning to join 

the ADF in Year 12 were different from those that helped young people maintain aspirations to join the 

ADF. Having a parent employed in the ADF was a significant positive predictor of developing ADF plans 



   

       Working Paper No. 2/2026|Arnup, J, Doery, K and Edwards, B  19 

in Year 12. Compared to females, there was a positive association of males wanting to join the ADF over 

time. Finally, having a parent with a university education, compared to lower than university education, 

was associated with a reduced likelihood of developing plans to join the ADF at Year 12.   

Table 8 - Predictors of ADF Aspirations in Year 12 (Logistic Regression) 

 Model 1  
Predictors of Keeping ADF 

Plans at Year 12 

Model 2 
Predictors of Developing ADF 

Plans at Year 12 
 Odds Ratio Standard 

Errors 
Odds Ratio Standard 

Errors 
Parent Wants Young Person to Join ADF 1.329 (0.465) 1.941 (1.532) 

Gender (Ref: Female)     
   Male 2.512*** (0.881) 1.650** (0.390) 
   Non-Binary / Another Term  5.897* (5.701) 0.814 (0.612) 
Geographical Area (Ref: Major Cities)     
   Regional/Remote 0.355** (0.165) 1.087 (0.389) 
Socioeconomic Status (ref: 
High/Advantaged) 

    

   Low (Disadvantaged) 0.837 (0.436) 1.125 (0.376) 
   Medium 1.070 (0.421) 0.807 (0.261) 
School Sector (Ref: Catholic)     
   Government 1.923 (1.432) 1.686 (1.017) 
   Independent 1.366 (0.970) 2.050 (1.257) 
Disability 0.897 (0.348) 0.543 (0.220) 
First Nations 0.159 (0.219)   
Non-English Speaking Background 10.819*** (9.263) 0.631 (0.256) 
Born in Australia 0.677 (0.523) 0.796 (0.320) 
Accelerated 0.821 (0.298) 0.927 (0.264) 
Friends plan to join the ADF 1.081 (0.405) 0.946 (0.413) 
School State (Ref: NSW)     
   VIC 0.567 (0.314) 1.695 (0.763) 
   QLD 1.283 (0.663) 1.760 (0.785) 
   SA 1.120 (0.587) 1.523 (0.668) 
   WA 0.995 (0.551) 1.149 (0.554) 
   TAS 1.005 (0.949) 2.673 (1.862) 
   ACT 0.370 (0.261) 2.172 (1.156) 
Parent born in Australia 16.132*** (17.390) 0.702 (0.243) 
Parent Occupation ADF (ever) 1.718 (1.243) 4.245*** (2.031) 
Parent has University Degree 1.240 (0.455) 0.542** (0.147) 
     
Sample ADF Plans at 

Year 10 
 No ADF Plans 

at Year 10 
 

Observations 226  2,496  
Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. Predictor variables measured at Wave 1.  *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, 
* p<0.1 
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Summary and Conclusions  
This report examined the post-school plans of young people in Australia, focusing on the characteristics 

of those who reported plans to join the Australian Defence Force (ADF). Drawing on data from a 

nationally representative longitudinal study (the GENERATION study), the analysis examined the 

predictors of planning to join the ADF. Overall, 5% of Year 12 students reported plans to join the ADF 

after finishing school, down slightly from 7% of Year 10 students. 

The strongest predictor of plans to join the ADF after finishing school was the perception that parents 

wanted the young person to pursue this pathway. Young people who believed their parents wanted them 

to join the ADF were more than 30 times as likely to report plans to join the ADF themselves. This finding 

is supported by Gore et al. (2019), who identified family influence as a key factor in joining the defence 

force, with many young people expressing a desire to follow in the footsteps of a family member. Peer 

influence was also a significant factor; those who reported that their friends planned to join the ADF 

were two times as likely to plan to themselves. Having a parent employed in the ADF and having parents 

born in Australia were also associated with increased likelihood of planning to join the ADF. These 

findings were consistent across both male and female students. 

Plans to join the ADF varied according to young people's career interests. Young people with interests in 

Realistic and Enterprising career types were more likely to report plans to join the ADF, whereas those 

interested in Artistic and Conventional careers were less likely to plan to join the ADF. Given that those 

with Conventional interests typically like work that follows set procedures and clear rules and routines, 

it is somewhat surprising that students with Conventional interests were less likely to want to join the 

ADF.  In part, this may reflect that the items included in the careers interest assessment were primarily 

desk-based work rather than reflective of more active military roles. For both males and females, an 

interest in Engineering careers was associated with having plans to join the ADF. However, only females 

had an increased likelihood of planning to join the ADF if they were interested in the Physical Sciences 

(specifically, interest in geology, astrophysics and meteorology).  

The analysis also explored whether young people maintained or developed plans to join the ADF from 

Year 10 to Year 12. When considering changes in plans over time, we found that only 36% of those who 

wanted to join the ADF in Year 10 retained their interest to Year 12 (and 64% changed their mind).  This 

decline in initial interest was offset by 3% of all the other students who were not initially interested in 

joining the ADF, developing an interest by Year 12.  These results suggest that strategies aimed at 

maintaining students’ interest in joining the ADF could play a key role in increasing ADF recruitment 

levels. 

The findings also indicate potential factors contributing to a decline or change in ADF aspirations over 

time. For example, students from regional or remote areas were more likely to change their plans to join 

the ADF by Year 12, highlighting the need to address barriers faced by young people living beyond 

metropolitan centres. Students with parents who have higher levels of education are less likely to 

develop plans to join the ADF. This may reflect parental preferences for alternative pathways, such as 

university education. Consistent with workforce patterns, female students were much less likely to 

maintain interest or develop an interest in joining the ADF.   

Overall, these findings highlight the important role that family, peer, and career influences play in 

shaping interest in careers with the Australian Defence Force. For defence recruitment, these findings 

highlight the importance of engaging not only with young people but also with their parents, schools, 
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and broader communities. Recruitment strategies that consider and address social influences are likely 

to be more effective. Furthermore, efforts should continue to focus on increasing recruitment among 

underrepresented groups, such as females, to build a more inclusive and representative workforce.  
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