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Skill shortages in the Armed Forces

Summary
In January 2018, the Armed Forces had the largest shortfall of regulars for many years.
It has skill shortages in over 100 critical trades. This is a longstanding problem and the
Department does not expect to close the shortfall of 8,200 regulars until 2022 at the
earliest. So far, the Department states that it has managed to deliver defence operations
by prioritising its commitments and placing additional demands on regulars. But this
approach is not sustainable in the long-term, particularly as the nature of warfare is
evolving rapidly, and the Department increasingly needs more specialist technical and
digital skills to respond to threats to national security. It currently has skill shortages in
critical trades, including a 23% shortfall in pilot trades; a 26% shortfall in intelligence
analyst trades; and a 17% shortfall in engineers. The Department has not developed a
coherent plan for closing the existing skill gaps and securing the new skills that it will
need. It has relied too much on long-established and conservative approaches, and has
been slow to respond to the changing external environment. Its initiatives to improve
recruitment have been small-scale and piecemeal, and the changes to regulars’ terms
and conditions have not yet helped retention. The Department needs to: develop and
implement a strategy to close existing skill gaps and secure the new skills that it needs;
make better use of the extensive data it collects to understand the causes of shortfalls
in critical trades; and exploit more innovative approaches to recruiting and retaining
people with specialist skills.
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Introduction
The Armed Forces need sufficient skilled personnel to meet the Government’s defence
objectives and respond to the rapidly changing threats to the UK. The Ministry of Defence
(the Department) is considering the capabilities and skills needed within the Armed Forces
to meet these threats. However, in January 2018 it had 137,300 trained regulars, 8,200 (or
5.7%) fewer than it needed, and it will increasingly need more regulars with technical and
digital skills. It faces external competition to recruit and retain the specialist skills that it
needs at a time when it is already managing significant financial pressures. In 2016–17, the
Department spent £9.6 billion on military personnel, which is 27% of the overall defence
budget. Economic, social, cultural and demographic changes within the United Kingdom
also mean that the Department must think differently about how it recruits and retains
personnel. It therefore faces significant challenges in developing the skilled personnel it
needs to meet the future ambitions for the Armed Forces and exploit its investment in new
equipment.
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Conclusions and recommendations
1.

The Department does not have a clear view on how it will secure and retain
the skills it needs in the future. As part of the Modernising Defence Programme
review now under way, the Department is assessing the changing demands of
modern warfare and the need to enhance its skills in technical and digital areas,
including cyber specialists. The new demands are likely to add to the pressure to
increase the strength of trades that currently have shortfalls. For example, in April
2017, the Department already had a 26% shortfall of regulars in its Intelligence
Analyst trades. While the Department states that it has so far managed to deliver
its defence tasks, the existing skill shortages and new requirements create potential
operational risks if the Department needs to ‘scale-up’ the Armed Forces at pace. The
Department has not developed a coherent plan to close the shortfalls and respond
to new requirements, or undertaken a strategic analysis of its ability to attract and
keep the skilled personnel it needs. A challenging external environment, including
national skill shortages in areas such as engineering, means that the Department
faces strong competition from other government bodies and the private sector to
recruit specialist skills. There could also be an impact on the Armed Forces should
Brexit further increase demand for scarce skills in the UK.
Recommendation: Following publication of the Modernising Defence Programme
in Summer 2018, the Department should develop and implement a workforce
strategy to close existing skill gaps and secure the new skills that it needs. This
should include an assessment of its ability to compete in recruitment markets for
more specialist skills, particularly in the light of the UK’s exit from the European
Union.

2.

The Department has an inadequate understanding of how Commands use their
workforce budgets and whether they make informed investment decisions. The
Royal Navy, Army and Royal Air Force (the Commands) have flexibility over the
use of their workforce budgets—funding for pay, recruitment and training—to
deliver agreed defence tasks. The Commands have each had a shortfall of regulars
for many years, and so they have been able to re-allocate some of their workforce
budgets for other purposes, such as equipment maintenance. The Department’s
Head Office estimates that Commands did not use £261 million of their allocated
workforce budgets in 2017–18, but does not know how else this funding was used.
This lack of visibility limits Head Office’s ability to understand the impact of
Command underspends on longer-term skill development, or to consider whether
the Commands are making informed investment decisions; for example, around
the level of their expenditure on marketing and training, or use of recruitment
or retention payments. As the Department has to fund pay increases or financial
incentives from within the Defence budget, a better understanding would enable a
fuller assessment of the trade-offs.
Recommendation: The Department’s Head Office should look closely at
Commands’ use of workforce-related funding, including expenditure on
marketing, recruitment and training. It should establish a bi-annual process to
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review—with Commands—how workforce funding is being used, learn from best
practice and ensure Commands are making informed investment decisions to
develop the skills they need in the future.
3.

The Department has not done enough to understand fully the causes or impacts
of skills gaps in critical trades. In April 2017, the Department had 102 trades with
insufficient numbers of skilled personnel available to fulfil defence tasks without
placing additional demands on regulars already in post. In these 102 trades, the
aggregate number of regulars was 18% below the requirement. This included a 23%
shortfall in pilot trades; a 26% shortfall in intelligence analyst trades; and a 17%
shortfall in engineers. As a result, the Commands have to cancel leave or training
to maintain operations, potentially reducing morale and making regulars less
willing to remain in the Armed Forces. The level of ‘voluntary outflow’ in these
trades was often higher than the overall rate for the Armed Forces; for example,
five trades had a voluntary outflow in excess of 15% in the 12 months to December
2017. More generally, morale has also worsened, with 67% of regulars describing it
as ‘low’ in 2018 compared to 33% in 2010. The Department understands the main
reasons why people leave the Armed Forces, but has not yet systematically assessed
its data to understand fully whether there are specific issues in those trades with
more significant shortfalls. There is no mandatory requirement to complete exit
interviews, and the data is too generalised to provide senior management with a
timely and detailed view on specific trades. The Department has begun to explore
the potential to make greater use of data analytics, but needs to do more.
Recommendations:
The Department should write to the Committee by December 2018 to explain how
it is systematically exploiting its data to analyse the causes of shortfalls in pinchpoint trades and better understand the strain its demands are placing on regulars.
It should develop a more structured approach to exit interviews, which should
be mandatory, including proper analysis of the data collected. It should also
maintain a database of regulars with key skills who have left in order to make it
easier to reconnect.

4.

The Department’s Head Office lacks the powers it needs to drive a strategic
approach to workforce planning and tackle cross-Command shortfalls. Under
the Department’s delegated model, the Chief of Defence People (CDP) role does
not have the authority to direct Commands or tackle workforce capability issues
that require a cross-Command or longer-term response. The Department has not
assessed whether its existing workforce policies will enable it to meet the future
demand for new skills, or fully evaluated the impact on the retention of regulars
of the workforce change programmes, which have been underway since 2010. This
has limited its ability to tackle enduring and cross-cutting skill shortages, and
develop the skills it will need to meet its future operational demands. As part of the
Modernising Defence Programme, the Department is looking to enhance the CDP’s
role to provide more authority over workforce policy, greater standardisation across
Commands, and improve Head Office’s oversight.
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Recommendation: The Department should write to the Committee by December
2018 to explain what it has done to increase the authority and powers of the Chief
of Defence People, and develop a more strategic approach to workforce planning
between the Department’s Head Office and the Commands.
5.

The Department has not thought radically enough about how to adapt its existing
approach to find innovative ways of recruiting people with specialist skills. The
Department has relied primarily on its traditional ‘base-fed’ workforce model
whereby the Commands recruit regulars at the lowest ranks and provide training
to develop their skills and experience over time. Although there will always be a
need for the ‘base-fed’ approach, it can take many years to develop the skills that
are needed. Commands have significant shortages in critical trades and thousands
of vacant posts, and do not expect to close the shortfall of regulars until at least
2022. The Commands have introduced a range of initiatives to help address the
shortfalls, and the Department is looking, for example, to develop a new career
structure for cyber specialists. But these initiatives have been small-scale or are
still under development; for example, the Department has recruited only 50 people
through its ‘lateral entry’ (direct recruitment into more senior roles) schemes. The
Department’s Head Office has not properly evaluated the success of Commands’
initiatives or explored the potential to roll them out more widely and at pace. The
Department accepts the need to explore more innovative ways of attracting recruits
and to expand initiatives, such as lateral entry, across more trades. It also recognises
the need to change the culture within the Armed Forces to encourage the adoption
of more radical solutions.
Recommendation: The Department should urgently assess the potential to expand
Commands’ innovative approaches to recruitment and retention, including the use
of financial incentives, flexing entry requirements and the re-designation of roles.
It should also examine how to overcome procedural barriers to increase the speed
at which it can roll-out initiatives when they prove successful. The Department
should write to the Committee by December 2018 with an update on its approach.

6.

In a rapidly changing world, the Department has not sufficiently adapted its
recruitment processes to engage effectively with different groups in society.
The Commands have missed their recruitment targets for the last three years. In
aggregate, in 2016–17, they recruited 4,200 regulars fewer than their annual targets.
It routinely takes six to nine months to complete the recruitment process, which
results in people dropping out and delays in getting new recruits into the Armed
Forces. The Secretary of State has recently set a target to reduce the time to three
months. The Department is also missing its targets for recruiting women, and people
from Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) communities. In the 12 months to
September 2017, 12.2% of the intake was female, compared to a target of 15%, and
9.2% of recruits were from BAME communities, compared to a 10% target. These
targets are also only for new recruits, rather than for actual representation across the
Armed Forces. The Department has undertaken many initiatives to generate interest
in a career in the Armed Forces. For example, it takes part in the STEM engagement
scheme with other government departments and works with schools and cadets.
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However, it could not identify the level of investment in these recruitment activities,
and had not assessed the potential benefits of its approaches to targeting different
sections of society or people with the skills it needs.
Recommendation: The Department should ensure that its skills strategy sets out
a credible approach to increasing interest in a career in the Armed Forces from
among a broader base of society. This should also include a communications
plan—based on research—to generate interest from more diverse groups in society
and from among those who have previously served in the Armed Forces.
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1 Understanding the causes and
consequences of shortfalls
1. On the basis of a report by the Comptroller and Auditor General, we took evidence
from the Ministry of Defence (the Department) on its understanding of the causes and
consequences of the skill shortages in the Armed Forces, and its approach to attracting
and retaining the skills that it needs.1
2. The Department is responsible for delivering the government’s defence objectives,
set out most recently in the 2015 Strategic Defence and Security Review. The Review set
targets to maintain the number of regulars in the Army and to make small increases in
the size of the Royal Navy and Royal Air Force. However, as at January 2018, the Armed
Forces had 137,300 trained regulars, 5.7% (or 8,200) below its requirement. Shortfalls have
persisted for some years and the Department does not expect to close them until 2022 at
the earliest. The aggregate headcount figure masks much more significant shortfalls in the
number of regulars with certain critical skills, including a 23% shortfall in pilot trades; a
26% shortfall in intelligence analyst trades; and a 17% shortfall in engineers.2
3. In 2016–17 the Department spent £9.6 billion of its defence budget on military
personnel (27%). It forecasts this will rise to £10.3 billion by 2020–21. At the same time,
the Department faces significant financial pressures; for example, it needs to find savings
of at least £8.1 billion on its Equipment Plan by 2027 and has a minimum shortfall of
£8.5 billion over the next 30 years on the defence estate. It therefore faces a significant
challenge in developing the skilled personnel it needs to meet the future ambitions for the
Armed Forces and exploit its investment in new equipment.3

Identifying the changing skill requirements
4. In January 2018, the shortfall in the number of regulars in the Armed Forces was the
largest in percentage terms since 2010. There are 22 trades in which shortfalls could have a
detrimental impact on operations if the Commands were not regularly placing additional
demands on regulars to maintain operations.4 The Department assured us that the skill
gaps have not affected its operational capability.5 It has prioritised defence operations and
moved personnel between roles as necessary; for example, some pilots have returned from
staff jobs to squadrons engaged in active operations.6 The Department acknowledged,
however, that it has to make choices, and that the skill shortages can at times affect its
ability to undertake activities such as training.7
5. As part of the Modernising Defence Programme review currently underway, the
Department is assessing the changing demands of modern warfare and the need to enhance
its capabilities.8 We asked the Department how it was assessing its ability to attract the
new skills it requires, particularly in specialist areas. It acknowledged the difficulties of
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

C&AG’s Report, Ensuring sufficient skilled military personnel, Session 2017–19, HC 947, 18 April 2018
C&AG’s Report, paras 1, 2, 2.5
C&AG’s Report, para 3
C&AG’s Report, paras 12, 1.8
Qq 42, 44
Q 112
Q 44
Q 58; C&AG’s Report, para 2.8
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attracting more people with, for example, cyber skills.9 It is retraining personnel already
in the Armed Forces, as well as considering the best way to recruit new people with these
skills.10 The Department told us that it had the flexibility it needed to pay an appropriate
rate, and there were other reasons, such as the nature of its work, which influenced the
willingness of some people to join the Armed Forces.11
6. The National Audit Office found that the demand for new skills is likely to add
to pressures in trades which already have shortfalls. For example, in April 2017, the
Department had 11 ‘pinch points’ (trades where there are not enough trained regulars
to perform operational tasks without taking mitigating action) across the intelligence
analyst trades, with a shortfall of 26% of the required number of regulars.12 We asked
the Department how it was responding to the increasing competition for specialist
skills. It recognised the changing demands and the need to move quickly to keep pace
with changes in technology. The Permanent Secretary said he had not met any senior
military officers who did not understand the challenges, but changing the culture of their
organisations would not happen without concerted leadership. The Chief of Defence
People said it would also take time to develop appropriate policies and secure funds.13
However, the Department has not undertaken a longer-term strategic analysis of the
trades with shortfalls or its ability to meet the changing demands for new skills. And it
has not systematically assessed whether its existing policies and structures will enable it
to attract and develop the skills it needs in the future, or developed a strategy to address
the shortages.14
7. Around 30% of the Armed Forces are engineers and technicians, and the Department
competes with industry for engineering skills, which are in short supply. Because of this,
the Government more generally has recognised the need to encourage young people to
study science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) subjects.15 We recently
reported on the efforts of the Department for Education and the Department for Business
Energy & Industrial Strategy to improve the supply of STEM skills in the workforce.16
Although the Department is involved in youth engagement, and in forming closer links
with universities, we were surprised that the Department told us in oral evidence that it had
not assessed the impact of leaving the European Union on its ability to recruit and retain
the skills it needs. The Department subsequently wrote and informed us that a working
level assessment had been undertaken of the potential impact of Brexit on Armed Forces
recruitment and retention. The assessment concluded that whilst Brexit was unlikely
to have a direct impact on military recruitment because of nationality requirements, it
could indirectly affect Armed Forces’ recruitment and retention if it increased demand
for scarce skills in the UK.17

9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17

Qq 58–60
Q 61
Qq 35, 59
C&AG’s Report, para 11
Qq 151–153
C&AG’s Report, para 14
C&AG’s Report, Figure 19
Committee of Public Accounts, Delivering STEM skills for the economy, Session 2017–19, HC 691, 22 June 2018
Qq 37–41; 130; Letter from Stephen Lovegrove, 15 June 2018
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Making informed investment decisions
8. We asked the Department whether it had sufficient funding to close the shortfall of
regulars. It told us that it faces a tight financial position and must make trade-offs within
the £36 billion a year defence budget to deliver the operational capability that it requires.18
For example, in considering the case for a pay increase for personnel, the Department will
assess the adjustments needed elsewhere in its budget against factors such as the morale
of the Forces and the potential impact on the recruitment and retention of personnel.19
However, the Department’s 2017 survey of regulars showed that satisfaction with pay and
pension benefits was at an all-time low.20
9. Under the Department’s delegated model, the Commands can make choices over the
use of their workforce budgets—including funding for pay, recruitment and training—to
deliver agreed defence tasks.21 The Defence Board monitors Commands’ expenditure and
performance each month, and considers the risks across defence operations. Commands
are required to operate within their budgets, balancing areas of over-spend and underspend. However, in 2017–18, the Commands did not spend £261 million of funding that
was originally allocated for personnel. We asked specifically what else these funds had
been spent on but the Department was unable to tell us how it had been re-allocated.22
We were concerned that, without a clear view on the use of this funding, the Department
is not able to assess the value-for-money of investment decisions made to address skills
gaps; for example, the rationale for spending more on recruitment or training regulars.
The Department accepted the need to improve its financial management, and is seeking
to strengthen the role of its Head Office in this area.23

Understanding the causes of skill gaps
10. In April 2017, the Department identified 102 trade groups in which it had insufficient
trained regulars to perform operational tasks without taking mitigating actions. These are
known as ‘pinch points’. Between them, these trades had a shortfall of 7,700 regulars, 18%
below the required number. As a result, the Commands have regularly cancelled leave or
training to maintain operations.24 Half of the pinch points are in senior ranks and it takes
the Armed Forces many years to develop the experienced military personnel they need.25
11. The shortfalls result from a combination of lower than expected recruitment, and
the rate at which regulars leave the Armed Forces.26 The Commands have missed their
recruitment targets for the last three years. In September 2017, the Army was 31% below its
target, the Navy 16% below and the RAF 8% below.27 The proportion of people leaving the
Armed Forces voluntarily has increased from 3.8% in March 2010 to 5.6% in December
2017. The level of ‘voluntary outflow’ in some of the pinch-point trades was much higher,
with the figure above 15% in five of the trades.28 The numbers of personnel leaving can be
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28

Q 74
Q2
C&AG’s Report, para 3.9
C&AG’s Report, para 3.10
Qq 76–79, 81
Qq 81; 83–85
C&AG’s Report, paras 2.2–2.4, 2.15
Q 104
Q 15; C&AG’s Report, para 2.10
C&AG’s Report, para 16, 2.10
Q 103; C&AG’s Report, Paras 1.10, 3.14
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affected by the availability of external job opportunities, and the Department told us it felt
that it was doing well to restrict outflow to this level, given the strength of the economy.29
The retention of regulars is, though, also affected by their satisfaction with their terms
and conditions. The Department’s survey of Armed Forces personnel in 2017 showed that
satisfaction with pay, service life and accommodation had all declined since 2010 and
were at their lowest recorded levels.30 In addition, 67% of regulars rated morale as ‘low’in
2018, compared with 33% in 2010.31
12. The Department told us that the low unemployment rate for 16–24 year olds and
the increasing number of people staying in full-time education has reduced the size of
the pool from which the Armed Forces traditionally recruit. The changing expectations
among younger people about their careers can also make them less willing to commit to a
life in the Armed Forces. There are also national skill shortages in some trades from which
the Department is seeking to recruit, such as engineering.32
13. The Department understands the types of skills where it has shortages.33 It also
collects data to understand the causes of shortfalls, and why people want to join or
leave the Armed Forces, including through exit interviews and its annual Armed Forces
Continuous Attitude Survey. It draws on this data to make policy decisions and design
change programmes to drive improvements in the recruitment and retention of regulars.
However, the Department accepted that much of this data is of a general nature and it needs
to improve its data analysis, including that related to the particular challenges around
specialist skills.34 It also told us that it needed to consolidate data from the Commands
and make greater use of data analytics to assess future skill shortages.35 It aims to ensure
its Head Office has the ability to identify and respond quickly to address cross-Command
capability and recruitment problems.36

29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36

Q103
C&AG’s Report, Figure 16
C&AG’s Report, para 2.18 and UK Armed Forces Continuous Attidtude Survey Results, published 24 May 2018
Qq 15, 108
Q 25
Qq 51–52
Q 25, 52
Q 53
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2 Tackling the skills gaps
Developing a strategic centre
14. Under the Department’s delegated model, the Commands are responsible for
developing the capabilities they need, including recruiting, training and managing their
workforce. The Department’s Head Office develops the defence strategy and establishes
the framework of personnel policies that Commands operate within.37 The Department’s
approach to strategic planning, which involves input from the Commands, assesses the
capabilities and skills needed to deliver defence tasks and operate its equipment. It assured
us it does as much planning as possible, although the changing nature of threats means
it does not always get this right. The Department is currently re-assessing the military
threats through the Modernising Defence Programme work and, increasingly, is focusing
on the particular skills that it needs as much as the overall size of the Armed Forces.38
15. The Department’s Head Office has responded to the workforce shortfalls and
skill shortages by introducing a series of changes to its workforce policies.39 Its change
programme, which has been running since 2010, is designed to improve recruitment
and retention, and introduce more up to date support for service personnel.40 In July
2017, the Department concluded it was too early to identify the programme’s impact. The
National Audit Office noted, however, that the changes have not yet improved recruitment
or retention, and regulars’ satisfaction with pay, service life and accommodation were at
the lowest levels recorded.41
16. We asked the Department about strengthening central coordination of personnel
matters.42 The Chief of Defence People (CDP) is the defence authority for personnel, but
currently the role does not have authority over the Commands. As a result, CDP has not
been able to tackle recruitment or capability issues that require cross-Command, longerterm or structural responses.43 As part of the Modernising Defence Programme, the
Department is seeking to strengthen the role of the CDP to provide greater authority over
workforce policy, strategy and procedures. It intends to develop more standardisation
and conformity over approaches to recruitment and training, and improve Head Office
oversight of workforce capability issues.44

Adopting more radical approaches to addressing skill shortages
17. The Department’s shortfall of regulars is the largest for many years, and it does not
expect to achieve its target of 144,200 trained regulars by 2020.45 The shortfall of regulars
has left thousands of gaps in the ranks that Commands have been unable to fill.46 The

37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46

C&AG’s Report, paras 3.2–3.4
Qq 65–67
Q 17
C&AG’s Report, para 4.3
C&AG’s Report, paras 4.7–4.9
Q 86
C&AG’s Report, para 3.5
Q 86
Qq 18, 19 and C&AG’s Report, para 1.9
C&AG’s Report, para 3.15
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Department expects to close the skill shortages in just six of the 102 ‘pinch-point’ trades
over the next five years, with the impact of the skill shortages actually worsening in 23
trades.47
18. The Armed Forces have relied primarily upon on a base-fed model to recruit
regulars. This involves recruiting people into the lowest ranks and developing their skills
and experience over time. We were concerned that this model no longer enabled the
Department to close the shortfalls and respond quickly enough to meet new demands for
specialist skills. The Department maintained that the base-fed model was fundamental
to the way it develops the skills that are needed in the Armed Forces. It can, however,
take years to develop the experience and professionalism needed to undertake military
operations and operate complex equipment; for example, around 12 years to train a Chief
Petty Officer.48
19. The Department recognised the need to enhance its traditional approach to improve
its ability to develop the skills it needs.49 It has introduced several new recruitment
initiatives, although many remain at an early stage and are being rolled out on a smallscale.50 It has, for example, made changes to the medical requirements for joining the
Armed Forces, which it hopes will increase the number of recruits reaching phase one
training.51 It has also introduced rejoiner initiatives, such as LinkedIn campaigns, which
are benefitting trades in the Army and RAF, including pilots.52 The Department is looking
to increase ‘lateral (or mid-career) entry’ as much as possible, although it told us that
this is not appropriate for resolving all skill shortages.53 The Department is establishing
arrangements with industry, such as the civil nuclear sector, to enable people to move
more freely between the Armed Forces and private sector firms.54 It has also introduced
a new pay model to provide more flexibility to pay supplements in trades with shortfalls.55
20. We questioned whether the Department’s approach to recruitment was radical enough
to fill the skill shortages in a rapidly changing external environment; for example, for
cyber skills professionals. The Department is developing a new long-term career structure
specifically in this field, reviewing the entry requirements and considering whether these
posts need to be military roles.56 It is also seeking to ensure that its IT business is properly
organised and is working with the Cabinet Office on its digital, data and technology
(DDaT) initiative, which provides some flexibilities on levels of pay it can offer.57
21. We asked the Department how it evaluated its recruitment initiatives to establish
which schemes to expand. It referred to a number of activities, such as its review of the
“leave well, rejoin well” campaign, but did not provide us with evidence of a systematic
approach to evaluation or the scale of its initiatives.58 The National Audit Office reported
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58

C&AG’s Report, para 2.16
Qq 109, 110
Q 109
C&AG’s Report, para 17
Qq 124–137
Qq 127, 134
Q 110. ‘Lateral entry’ means direct recruitment into specialist or more senior regular roles.
Q 26
Q 30
Q 115
Q 27
Qq 125–132, 134–137
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that the Department could identify only 50 new recruits though lateral entry programmes.59
The Department recognised that some of its initiatives to improve recruitment and
retention have not worked as well as it hoped, and agreed it must find more effective ways
of recruiting technical people and expanding lateral entry.60 The Department recently
established a £3 million fund for an innovation competition, and has received 91 bids
from 80 companies, proposing innovative ways of recruiting and retaining the skills it
needs.61

Recruiting from different groups in society
22. Over the last three years the Commands have missed their recruitment targets.
In 2016–17, they recruited an aggregate of 4,200 regulars fewer than their targets. The
Department recognised that it takes too long to recruit new personnel and it loses too
many people during the recruitment process. It is reviewing its approach to reduce the
amount of time it takes.62 The Secretary of State has set a target to reduce the time to
recruit from six to nine months to three months.63 The Commands are seeking to develop
closer relationships with recruits who want to join, using a range of means (‘nudge tactics’)
to encourage them to stay in the recruitment process.64
23. The Department recognises the importance of the Armed Forces reflecting the makeup of the society that they serve.65 The Commands are reviewing how they communicate
with different groups in society and have tried to build relationships with Black, Asian
and Minority Ethnic (BAME) communities to increase interest in joining the Forces. But
the Department told us that it takes time to engage with all communities.66 In the 12
months to September 2017, 9.2% of recruits were from BAME communities, compared to
a 10% target. However, the Royal Navy and Royal Air Force are well below their targets
for recruiting people from BAME communities.67 The Department considers the Army
has had more success in recruiting people from BAME communities because it has a
longer tradition of recruiting outside the usual communities; for example, there are 3,500
Gurkhas, who serve as role models for communities which do not have a tradition of
joining the Forces.68 The Department accepted, though, that it needs to do more analysis
of the recruitment and training processes to ensure that it does not lose so many people
from these backgrounds.69
24. The Department also has a target that, by 2020, at least 15% of its intake will be
women but achieved 12.2% in the 12 months to September 2017. The Royal Navy and
Army have not yet achieved this recruitment target.70 The target also does not cover the
overall level of representation in the Armed Forces, but the Department told us that it
plans to publish its level of ambition for gender representation—as a proportion of the size
of the force—up to 2030. The Army also plans to open up all roles to women as, to date,
59
60
61
62
63
64
65
66
67
68
69
70

C&AG’s Report, para 3.20
Qq 110, 148–149, 151, 153
Q 115
Q 68; C&AG’s Report, para 3.16
Q 69, 126
Q 68
Q 68
Q 87
Q 87; C&AG’s Report, para 1.11
Q 88
Q 68
C&AG’s Report, para 1.11
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they have not been able to take infantry roles.71 It also told us that it regularly consults
with the forces of other countries, UK government departments and the Police to identify
best practice in building a more balanced gender and ethnic representation.72
25. The Department undertakes a range of activities to increase interest in a career in the
Armed Forces. It launched the STEM youth engagement scheme to attract school pupils,
particularly 12–13 year olds and young girls, into STEM-based subjects. The Department
is also working with the Department of Education and the Department for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy to increase the pool of people with STEM-based skills.73
26. The Department was able to provide data on recruitment expenditure.74 It could
not, however, explain to the Committee whether increased investment would provide
value for money. In addition, it was not able to provide a clear view on whether increased
investment in other areas such as bursaries or cadets would be cost effective in improving
recruitment. The Department has spent an average of £92 million over the last seven years
on reserve forces and cadet associations.75 It told the Committee that cadets who enter the
Forces tend to stay longer and do better than other recruits, but it does not collect data
on the proportion of cadets entering the Armed Forces. It estimated that this was around
5%.76
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Conclusions and recommendations agreed to.
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