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Sov mitt lilla hjärta, roligt i din bädd
Inte vara ängslig, inte vara rädd

Ty i svarta natten, över skog och mark
Över vida vatten, vaktar farbror Stark

Han har skarpa ögon och en stor kanon
Och han släpper ingen jävel över bron

Ur Vaggvisa av Allan Edwall





Abstract
This thesis consists of an introductory part and two self-contained chapters related to the
supply of volunteers to the Swedish Armed Forces.

Chapter [I] represents the first effort to explore the relationship between civilian
labour market conditions and the supply of labour to the military in the all-volunteer
environment that Sweden entered after the abolishment of the peacetime draft in 2010.
The effect of civilian unemployment on the rate of applications from individuals aged
18 to 25 to initiate basic military training is investigated using panel data on Swedish
counties for the years 2011 through 2015. A linear fixed-effects model is estimated to
investigate the relationship, while controlling for a range of socio-demographic covari-
ates and unobserved heterogeneity on the regional level, as well as aggregate trends on
the national level. The results indicate a positive and statistically significant relation-
ship between the unemployment rate and the application rate. The results are robust to
non-linear form specifications, as well as allowing the civilian unemployment rate to be
endogenous. As such, the results suggest that the civilian labour market environment in
Sweden can give rise to non-trivial fluctuations in the supply of applications to initiate
basic military training within the Swedish Armed Forces.

Chapter [II] studies how local labour market conditions influence the quality compo-
sition of those who volunteer for military service in Sweden. A fixed-effects regression
model is estimated on a panel data set containing IQ scores for those who applied for
military basic training across Swedish municipalities during the period 2010 to 2016. The
main finding is that low civilian employment rates at the local level tend to increase the
mean IQ score of those who volunteer for military service, whereas the opposite is true
if employment rates in the civilian labour market move in a more favourable direction.
As such, the results suggest that the negative impact of a strong civilian economy on
recruitment volumes is reinforced by a deterioration in recruit quality.

Keywords: conscription; enlistment test; fixed effects model; military labour market;
military labour supply; military recruitment; recruitment; Roy model; self-selection
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This thesis consists of an introductory part and two self-contained chapters re-
lated to the supply of volunteers to the Swedish Armed Forces:

Chapter [I]
Bäckström, P. 2019. “Are Economic Upturns Bad for Military Recruitment? A
Study on Swedish Regional Data 2011–2015.” Defence and Peace Economics 30 (7):
813-829 (reprinted with permission)

Chapter [II]
Bäckström, P. 2019. ”Self-Selection and Recruit Quality in Sweden’s All Vol-
unteer Force: Do Civilian Opportunities Matter?” Umeå Economics Studies, No.
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1 Introduction

Compulsory military conscription for males formed the basis for the military
manpower system in Sweden throughout the 20th century. Following a gradual
decline, which began at the end of the Cold War, in the volumes of individuals
needed for military service, peacetime conscription was officially suspended in
July 2010. The relatively small number of soldiers and sailors needed (in a
historical context) for the Swedish Armed Forces was now to be recruited on a
voluntary basis and employed as professionals.

In a conscripted army, soldiers serve because they fulfil a socially-defined
role, whereas in a voluntary military force, they serve in order to fulfil the
conditions of an employment contract (Lindberg 2019). The all-volunteer en-
vironment also meant a new role for the Armed Forces. In order for voluntary
recruitment to be successful, the Armed Forces would have to become “an attrac-
tive employer, requiring favourable conditions for those serving” (Total Defence
Service Commission 2009: 54). Concerns were raised in connection with the re-
form about how the Armed Forces would be able to tackle the competition with
other employers in the labour market. In a parliamentary debate in May 2010,
several members of the Riksdag raised fears that recruitment outcomes would
become sensitive to the business cycle (Parliament of Sweden 2010). Similarly,
the Armed Forces, in a report on long-term defence planning from 2007, identi-
fied economic booms as a major risk for recruitment opportunities and employee
turnover (Swedish Armed Forces 2007).

A starting point in an economic analysis of the enlistment decision in a volun-
tary manpower system must be that those who desire to enlist prefer a military
occupation to all other alternatives open to them in the civilian labour market.
Economists typically operationalise the idea of preference (in this case for a kind
of occupation) in terms of utility. The utility associated with a specific occupa-
tion depends, among other things, on the characteristics of the job as well as on
the level of pay and benefits that come with it. From the perspective of an indi-
vidual who is thinking about whether or not to enlist, the utility associated with
the best alternative in the civilian labour market represents the opportunity cost
of serving in the military. If civilian wages rise, or if the probability of finding
a civilian job increases, the expected value of what an individual must sacrifice
in order to enlist increases, all else being equal. Consequently, relying on vol-
unteers, rather than conscripts, to staff the military force means that recruitment
outcomes become more sensitive to disturbances from the outside world.

The assumption that individuals make choices to maximize their expected
utility says little about the degree to which conditions in the civilian economy
actually matter for the supply of people willing to work in the military, however.
People are likely to differ in respect to their taste for military work. Individuals
who are deciding whether or not to join the military can be seen as weighing
their personal valuations of the non-pecuniary attributes of a military job against
wage differences (Rosen 1974; 1986). This means that some will demand very lit-
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tle monetary compensation in order to be willing to serve, whereas others will be
very hesitant in choosing a military career, regardless of the money paid. Indeed,
if people are highly polarized in the way in which they value the non-pecuniary
aspects of serving in the military, there is little reason to suspect that changes
in the attractiveness of civilian jobs should have a large impact on recruitment
outcomes: volunteers will show up in roughly the same numbers regardless of
expected earnings in the civilian labour market. On the other hand, if people
are more homogeneous in their appreciation of military life, so that there are
many people who are indifferent about choosing between either occupation, re-
cruitment outcomes are likely to be more responsive to swings in the civilian
economy (Rosen 1986; Warner and Asch 1995).

All in all, the potential effect of civilian opportunities on the supply of volun-
teers is an empirical question with important policy implications. Most military
organisations depend on the steady flow of fresh recruits entering at the bottom
of the military hierarchy to avoid problems in staffing the upper-level positions
later on (Asch and Warner, 2001). Does the military have to worry about swings
in the civilian economy? Should recruitment policies be active in the sense that
they try to counter swings in the business cycle? Even though the transition to
voluntary recruitment represented a major policy change, no published studies
address these issues from a Swedish perspective.

The chapters in this thesis contribute to the literature by empirically analysing
different aspects of military labour supply during the voluntary era in Sweden.
Two fundamental questions are asked about the supply of voluntary labour to
the Swedish Armed Forces. Does the state of the civilian economy determine
the number of people who are willing to join the military? Does the state of the
civilian economy determine the quality composition of those who volunteer?
The rest of this introduction summarizes my attempt to answer these questions
and briefly discusses the implications that follow.

2 Summary of the Chapters

Chapter [I]: Are Economic Upturns Bad for Military Recruitment?
A Study on Swedish Regional Data 2011–2015

The transition to an all-volunteer force in 2010 coincided with a general improve-
ment in the state of the Swedish labour market following the financial crisis.
An understanding of how such factors influence recruitment is of considerable
importance to military strategists in an all-volunteer environment. In the first
chapter, I explore the relationship between civilian labour market conditions and
the supply of labour to the military after the abolishment of the peacetime draft
in 2010.

The effect of civilian unemployment on the rate of applications from individ-
uals aged 18 to 25 to initiate basic military training is investigated using panel
data on Swedish counties for the years 2011 through 2015. A linear fixed-effects
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model is estimated to investigate the relationship, while controlling for a range
of socio-demographic covariates and unobserved heterogeneity on the regional
level, as well as aggregate trends on the national level. In order to allow for
the possibility that changes in the application rate in a region might affect the
unemployment rate of that region, the empirical analysis utilizes the variation in
unemployment rates for older age categories, from which military applications
are unusual, as an instrument for the regional labour market conditions for the
youth population.

The results indicate a positive and statistically significant relationship be-
tween the unemployment rate and the application rate. More specifically, the
results suggest that a one percentage point decrease in the unemployment rate
is associated with a 0.3 percentage point decrease in the application rate. Given
that the average application rate on the national level was 1.4 over the stud-
ied period, the results suggest that the civilian labour market environment in
Sweden can give rise to non-trivial fluctuations in the supply of applications to
initiate basic training within the Swedish Armed Forces. In estimating the ef-
fect of the civilian unemployment rate on the application rate, whether using
a linear functional form, or not, or allowing the civilian unemployment to be
endogenous, appears to be of little practical importance. Interestingly, however,
the effect from the civilian unemployment rate becomes much stronger when
the model controls for unobserved differences across regions.

Chapter [II]: Self-Selection and Recruit Quality in Sweden’s All
Volunteer Force: Do Civilian Opportunities Matter?

The results in Chapter 1 suggest that fewer individuals wish to join the military
in Sweden when conditions in the civilian labour market improve. Studies from
the U.S, on how the willingness to serve in the military differs between local
labour markets, typically reach similar conclusions (see e.g. Asch et al. 2010;
Asch, Heaton and Savych 2009; Simon and Warner 2007; Warner, Simon and
Payne 2003; Ellwood and Wise 1987; Brown 1985). Little is known, however,
about how the quality composition of volunteers responds to changes in eco-
nomic circumstances. Do conditions in the civilian economy influence the way
in which people select themselves into the military? Is the negative impact of a
strong civilian economy on recruitment volumes exacerbated by a deterioration
in recruit quality? In the second chapter, I explore these questions in the context
of voluntary recruitment to the Swedish Armed Forces.

The chapter studies how local labour market conditions influence the quality
composition of those who volunteer for military service. The empirical analysis
is based on panel data for 290 Swedish municipalities over the years 2010 to
2016. The data set is created by averaging the IQ scores for those who applied
for military basic training during this period across their home municipalities.
A fixed-effects regression model is estimated in order to study the effect from
local labour market conditions on the quality composition of volunteers, while
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controlling for unobserved heterogeneity across municipalities.
The results show that poor labour market opportunities at the local level, as

captured by civilian employment rates, tend to increase the mean IQ score of
those who volunteer for military service, whereas the opposite is true if con-
ditions in the civilian labour market move in a more favourable direction. The
application rate from individuals with a high score on the IQ test is more re-
sponsive towards the employment rate in the municipality of origin, compared
to the application rate from individuals with a low score: a one percentage point
increase in the civilian employment rate is found to be associated with a two
percentage point decrease in the share of volunteers who score high enough
to qualify for commissioned officer training. Consistent with the view that a
strong civilian economy favours negative self-selection into the military, the re-
sults suggest that the negative impact on recruitment volumes of a strong civilian
economy is reinforced by a deterioration in recruit quality.

3 Why does it matter?

The empirical results from the studies in this thesis can be boiled down to one
simple statement: conditions in the civilian economy matter for military re-
cruitment outcomes. From the individual’s perspective, it appears as if military
employment opportunities might be an attractive alternative in poor economic
times. On the other hand, the results imply that the Swedish Armed Forces will
have difficulties attracting volunteers when conditions in the civilian economy
improve. Adding to these difficulties, the results suggest that the negative im-
pact of a strong civilian economy on recruitment volumes is exacerbated by a
deterioration in the quality composition of those who show up.

The main lesson learned is that the Armed Forces cannot afford to be a pas-
sive bystander in a voluntary environment: recruiting strategies must apply ac-
tive measures in order to offset shortfalls in voluntary recruitment associated
with swings in the civilian business cycle. The government, however, has access
to an extraordinary tool that is alien, at least in modern times, to other employ-
ers in the labour market: compulsory enlistment of people into military service.
Consequently, in response to a deteriorating security environment and short-
falls in voluntary recruitment, the Swedish Government decided to re-instate
peacetime military conscription from January 1, 2018, for both men and women.
However, it must be emphasized that even after the re-instatement of the draft,
attracting highly motivated individuals into the military must remain a priority
for the Armed Forces. Since military service continues to be the starting point
for a military career, there are strong arguments to be made in favour of vol-
untary recruitment for staffing and maintaining the professional branch of the
military organization.

Even though the Swedish all-volunteer force turned out to be rather short-
lived, the findings of this thesis highlight an important fact when it comes to
staffing and maintaining a military force: the stronger the state of the civilian
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economy, the higher the opportunity cost of allocating labour to the military
sector. Whether military manpower is obtained by voluntary recruitment, or the
use of compulsory conscription, is to some extent a question of how the costs to
society of maintaining the military force are financed (see e.g. Friedman 1967;
Hansen and Weisbord 1967; Oi 1967; Fisher 1969; Poutvaara and Wagener 2007).
As long as the sizes of cohorts are substantially larger than the demand for
military labour, there are important opportunities to limit the societal cost of the
draft. The difficult task for the military selection system is to balance the needs of
the military with individual opportunity costs and preferences. The results from
the chapters in this thesis suggest that this balancing act is especially warranted
in economic upturns.
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