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Differences in Military Enlistment Characteristics of Minorities and Whites:
1981-83

Abstract

Virtually every group in America is represented in this country's military. However, this does not mean that
each of these groups is egually represented. One persistent difference between the personnel of today's
military and the members of the civilian population is the overrepresentation of racial minorities in the
military. Several questions arise out of this disparity between the racial composition of the military
compared to its civilian counterpart. The most debated question is whether or not it is fair fqr minorities
to bear a proportionally greater burden in defending their country than that which their numbers in society
dictate.
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Differences in Military Enlistment
Characteristics of Minorities and

Whites: 1981-1983
by Ainton Farris

| . Background

Virtually every group in Arerica is represented in this
country's mlitary. However, this does not nean that each of
these groups is egually represented. One persistent difference
between the personnel of today's mlitary and the nmenbers of the
civilian population is the overrepresentation of racial
mnorities inthe mlitary. Several questions arise out of this
di sparity between the racial conposition of the mlitary
conpared to its civilian counterpart. The nost debated question
is whether or not it is fair fgr mnorities to bear a
proportionally greater burden in defending their country than
that which their nunbers in society dictate. For exanple, during
the Qul f War bl acks accounted for 30%of all U S. soldiers
fighting in the Mddl e East, while they accounted for only 12% of
the general U S. popul ati on (Donal dson, p.173).

The issue has been extensively debated In the econom c,
political and social arenas since the beginning of the A
Vol unteer Force (AW) in 1973 when the VietnamEra draft ended.
Sone researchers and policY-nakers argue that the unequal burden
on mnorities is unfair only if their enlistnents are not vol un-
tary, inforned choices (Berryman, p.82). Such an asserti on,
however, is subject to much criticism |s a person's enlistnent
al ways a voluntary decision, or are there other forces involved?
Wien answering this question, it is inportant to consider the
reason behi nd the enli stees "vquntarK" deci sion, and exactly
what alternatives were available to the enlistee. For a dis-
proportionate nunber of the mnority enlistees, the alternative
I's unenpl oynent. Berryman argues that such enlistnments are not
voluntary, but rather that they represent economic conscription.
These servicenen enlist because they have no ot her economc
alternatives. The New Pittsburgh Courier wote near the beginning
of the Qulf Conflict, "Were would [the bl ack soldier] be If not
in the Saudi Arabi an desert? Very possibly unenpl oyed!"
(Donal dson, p. 143). The fact that the choice is voluntary does
not necessarily mean that any resul ting inequalit% of
representation is therefore fair and justified. Qher factors,
such as alternatives in the civilian | abor narket, nust be taken
into consideration.

In addition to concern for the equitable treatnent of
i ndi vi dual s and subgroups of the popul ation, the conposition of
the mlitary is of concern to the society as a whole. During the
AQvil War special fighting reginments were forned which consisted
entirely of black soldiers, yet were led by white comanders.
Approxi mately 100 vyears later the Arned Forces banned racial
segregation. However, nore recently in the Qulf War overwhel mng
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nunbers of mnority conbat forces were again being led into
battle by white officers. Mnorities were once again fighting and
dyln% for a denocracy which they could not fully enjoy. Not only
Is this nvrall¥ wong, it is dangerous. Wen a country's
mlitary significantly msrepresents the broader society which it
must protect, the legitinmacy of that country's governnment can
becone questi onabl e.

Thi s Paper | ooks at the enlistnent characteristics and
backrounds of mnority and white enlistees age 18 to 22, from
1981 to 1983. It provides an analysis of differences between
mnority and white enlistees during this period. The objective is
to determne the effects of the recession and the changi ng
enlistment criteria on the accession of mnorities relative to
whites in terns of their respective soci oeconom c backgrounds.
The results are looked at in terns of the increase in the overal
quality of recruits.

[l Literature Review-

There is a significant body of research available on the
raci al conposition of the AIl Volunteer Force, including articles
by such well-known economsts as John Kenneth Glbraith and

|ton Friedman. Several studies exist on how changes in
econom ¢ conditions and the business cycle effect the nunber and
quality of enlistees, as well as research on changes in mnority
enlistnment over time. M/ literature search failed to | ocate any
prior work which bridges these two areas of research and anal yzes
differences in the characteristics of mnority and white
iggbstees interns of the recessionary effects of the early

'S.

Al though there is no single Rrevious study whi ch serves as
a control for nmy work or upon which this project explicitly
builds, | have found a significant anmount of literature providin
useful infornation about enlistnent rates and characteristics o
enlistees. One of these sources is the 1989 publication of the
U. S. Congressional Budget Ofice (CBO entitled Soci al
Representation in the U S. Mlitary. The document contains a
study which TolTows a group of enlistees from 1980 to 1987. It
al so studies general enlistnment trends in ternms of the _
geographlc di versit of enlistees, their race and soci oeconom c

ackground. The study, however, does not address the role of the
econony and busi ness cycle so nuch as it does changes in the
;ecruiting practices and enlistnent standards of the arned

or ces.

Additional work in this area includes WIIiam Bowran's 1986
book entitled The Al -Volunteer Force After a Decade, and Sue
Berryman's book Wio Serves? The Persistent M/iith of the
Undercl ass, published 1n 1988, Dr. Berryman' S work contai ns an
analysis of enlistnent characteristics within mnority grouPs.
The book's primary focus is on the political inplications of the
Al Volunteer Force and the issues of effectiveness and |oyalty
with racially unrepresentative forces. ne section, however,
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addresses the concept of the AVF as an extension of the welfare
state. That is, do the arned forces act as a federally funded
program for people suffering from econom c hardshi p? Such a
gquestion directly relates to the recessionary focus of ny own
paper. | have located additional literature dealing with the
role of mnorities inthe mlitary, but nost of this is either
policy oriented or provides a nore historical perspective of en-
[istments prior to the beginning of the AVF.

[11. Theoretical Framework

The great majority of research in the field of mlitary
enlistnment has its underlying franmework in supply and demand
theory. The reasoning is straightforward. The conposition of the
?ilitary (in a volunteer environnent) is determ ned by two

actors:

1) Those who are willing to serve.
2) Those whomthe services are willing to accept.

There are numerous things which influence these supply and
demand factors. On the supply side, elenents directly affecting
an individual's decision to enlist include enploynent status,
mlitary pay |levels, benefits and opportunities for additional
education and/or training. In addition to these environnental and
econom ¢ factors, recruiting practices such as advertising
expendi tures, the nunber of recruiters and enlistnment bonuses nay
i nfl uence the nunber of youths willing to serve. During the
period of this study, the supply of potential enlistees
i ncreased as the recession worsened and nore youths saw
enlistnent as a viable alternative to enploynent in the civilian
| abor mar ket .

On the demand side, the Departnent of Defense (DOD) sets
the recruiting quotas for the services, which are then submtted
to Congress for approval and (usually) nodification. In addition
to this targeted m ni nrum nunber of enlistees, there are also
qualitative standards the mlitary attenpts to neet. Exanpl es
i nclude the percentage of enlistees who have received a high
school diploma and a certain percentage of enlistees in the
hi gher-scoring categories of the Armed Forces Qualification Test
(AFQT) .

Al though this study is based upon supply and demand theory,
there are also elenents of human capital theory. The reasoning
for this is that three of the four independent variables used in
t he nodel involve how investnent in education is related to the
decision to enlist.

Based on the above theoretical framewrk, | propose the
foll owi ng hypot heses:

1) Mnorities and whites from hi gher soci oeconomnc
background were nore likely to enlist in 1983 than in 1981.

2) A high socioeconom ¢ background was a better predictor
of enlistnment for mnorities than for whites in 1983 conpared to
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1981.

As the recession deepened from 1981 to 1983, enploynent
opportunities in the civilian | abor nmarket becane nore scarce. As
a result, youths fromnore advantaged and hi gher soci oeconom c
backgr ounds who woul d not have nornmally considered enlisting in
the mlitary now sawthis as an option, as OEportunltles in the
private sector were harder to come by. e suppl
enlistees increased, the mlitary- fronwthe denmand- S|de
standpoi nt -was able to be nore selective. The second hypot hesi s
states that the mnorities who net these higher standards and
enlisted were nore likely to cone from hi gher soci oeconom ¢ back-
grounds than were the whites who enli sted.

| amusing a secondary source of data, called the Nationa
Longi tudi nal Survey (NLS)- Youth Cohort. The survey consists of
12,686 young nen and wormen who were first interviewed in 1979 and
who have been interviewed in each subsequent year. The results
fromthese surveys, for each year up through 1990, are avail able
on a (D ROM di sk, allomjn% for (relatively) eas% access to a
| arge anmount of data. Al though the survey as | have described it
woul d be an excellent source, it is even better because the NS
i ncl udes a subsanpl e of 5,295 youths designed to oversanpl e
racial mnorities and those economcal |l y di sadvant aged.

V. Enpirical Mde
A cross-sectional and time-series regression equation was
?sed for testing the hypotheses. The equation took the follow ng
orm

ENLI ST, 2e= By + BgMOTHED + B3FATHED + B,Dl PL + BsPOVT.
Expected Sign (- = Slightly)

1981 1983
ENLI ST, ace= Dummy dependent vari abl e for whet her
or not the respondent enlisted in
the mlitary during the year of the
survey.
~+ + MOTHED= Years of formal education conpleted
by respondent's not her.
~+ + FATHED= Years of formal education conpleted
by respondent's father.
-+ + Dl PL= Whet her or not respondent received a
hi gh school di pl ona. _
-+ - POVT= Poverty status of respondent in year

of enlistnent.

The analysis is concerned not so much with the sign and
level of significance in 1981 as it is wth the relative change
and |l evel of significance by 1983 for mnorities conpared to
whites. For the first two independent variables, MTHED and
FATHED, the signs were expected to be slig htIY positive in 1981
The Justlflcatlon for this is that the initi effects of the
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recession will just be starting to be visible. However, by 1983
the signs on both of these variables were expected to be positive
and strongly significant as the recession peaked and the mlitary
coul d be nost sel ecti ve.
| expected the third independent variable, D PL, to behave

ina simlar manner to that of the other two education-related
vari ables: slightly positive in 1981 and increasing to a high
| evel of significance by 1983. | thought the fourth variable,
POVT, would also be slightly positive 1n 1981. By 1983, however,
| expected that fewer youths from inpoverished backgrounds woul d
neet the stricter enlistnment criteria and therefore that poverty
woul d be negatively related to enlistnent.

The follow ng section presents descriptive statistics of the
variables as well as the regression results.

V. Results

The data provided 207 enlistees for 1981 and 168 enli stees
for 1983. The crosstabul ar and neans cal cul ati ons showed t hree of
the variabl es to be supportive of both of the hypotheses. These
were the vari abl es testln? the level of the nother's and father's
education, and the variable concerning the enlistees poverty
status. From 1981 to 1983 the percentage of mnority enlistees
living in poverty decreased from49. 7%to 19.2% Wthin the group
of white enlistees there was al so a decrease, from32.6%to 16. 7%
(See Gaph I'). These figures support the first hypothesis, that
the mlitary was able to select "better" recruits in 1983 than in
1981. During the sane period mnorities went frombeing 63. 8% of
the total nunber of enlistees living in poverty to 50% of the
total nunber of enlistees living in poverty. Correspondi ngly, the
total nunber of enlistees living in poverty that were white
increased from 36.2%to 50%of all enlistees. This supports the
second hypot hesi s, that the inprovement was nore evident for
mnorities than for whites. The nuch greater magni tude of the
decrease for mnorities relative to whites, as shown in Gaph |
al so provides strong support for the second hypot hesis.

TABLEI

Percent age of Enlistees Whose Mther's had
Conpl eted at |east sone Col | ege Education

1981 1983
Mnorities 6.1% . .. . ... 14.3 %
Wi t es 11 .8 %. . .. .. 12.5 %
TABLEII
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Percent age of Enlistees Whose Father's had
Conpl eted at | east an Under graduat e Education

1981 1983
Mnorities 26.3 % ... ... 33.8 %
Wi t es 30.1% . . . ... 26.1 %
GRAPH |

Poverty Status of Enlistee
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However, one nust be careful in |ooking at such figures.
The NLS Survey is weighted to sanple a disproportionatly |arge
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nunber of mnorities. In 1981 the percentage of white
enlistees to mnority enlistees was 44.9%to 55.1% By 1983 the
ratio had reversed, and 55.3% of enlistees were white and 46. 7%
were mnority (See Gaph Il). Such a shift suggests that, as the
recessi on deepened from81' to 83" and t he econony worsened, nore
whites viewed the mlitary as an attractive alternative. It also
provi des reason to expect the percentage of enlistees wth
|anver|shed backgrounds who were white to increase, as nore
enlistees were white.

Now for the variable of the enlistees' nother's education.
From 1981 to 1983, the percentage of mnority enlistees' nothers
who had at |east sone college education increased, actually nore
than doubling, from®6.1%to 14.3% For whites the correspondi ng
I ncrease was from1l. 8%to 12.5% (See Table | ). The results
provi de strong evi dence for both hypotheses. The guallty of
enlistees, as nmeasured by this variable, increased from 1981 to
1983. These figures al so show that the increase was nuch nore
apparent for mnorities than for whites. In 1981, 61.1%of those
enl i stees whose not hers had sone col | ege educati on were white,
and the renmaining 38.9%were mnorities. 1983 t he percent ages
had evened out at 50% for mnorities and 50% for whites. Again,
this is evidence that the mnority enlistees' backgrounds were
inproving relative to those of whites.

Results for the variable of enlistees' father's education
were al so supportive of both hypotheses, but they were not as
robust as the results concerning the nother's education. The
overal | percentage of enlistees whose fathers had educati onal
| evel s at | east through the undergraduate |evel increased from
1981 to 1983, providing support for the hifothe5|s.thap t he
mlitary was getting better recruits by 1983. For mnorities, the
percentage of enlistees whose fathers had conpleted at |east an
under gr aduat e education increased from26.3%to 33.8% Sur-
pr|S|ngly, for whites there was a decrease from30, 1%to 26. 1%
(See Table 1'l). Since overall enlistees' father's educational
' evel s rose during the period, this decrease is rather
unexpect ed. However, it is supportive of the hypothesis that
nlnorlt%_enllstees backgrounds inproved relative to whites.

. he [ast variable tested was for whether or not the
enlistee had received a high school diploma (See Gaph I11). As
the results show, the percentage of enlistees who had earned a
hi gh school diploma increased from1981 to 1983, both for
mnorities and for whites. Wiile this supports the validity of
the first hypothesis, little distinction can be nade between the
&ﬁ!atlve sizes of the increases for mnorities as conpared to

i tes.

Overal |, the bivariate anal ysis provides support for both
hypot heses, al though the evidence is sonmewhat stronger for the
first hypothesis than for the second. These results help to
reinforce confidence in the trends which the regression anal ysis
attenpts to prove.

The regression results provided a certain degree of suEport
for both hypot heses, but the evidence was not as strong as the
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bi vari ate anal ysis woul d suggest. The regression results are
shown in Tables Il and IV.

Table |11
Regression Results

Mnorities Wi tes Non-r aci al
Mot her's Education .0025 . 0014 . 0016

(1.02) (0.54) (0.94)
Fat her's Education .0013 . 0000 . 0000

(0 57) (0.04) (0. 25)
H gh School D plona . 0267 . 0220 . 0243

(1.74) (1.92) (2.63)
Poverty Status . 0419 . 0457 . 0467

(2. 84) (3. 64) (4.92)

(T-statistics are shown in parentheses)

TABLEIV
1983 Regression Results

Mnorities Wit es Non-r aci al
Mot her's Education -.0018 . 0016 . 0000

(-0.80) (0. 64) (-.261)
Fat her's Education .0013 -. 0020 . 0000

(1.93) (-1.11) (0. 451)
H gh School DO pl ona . 0420 . 0348 . 0369

(2.97) (30. 6) (4.19)
Poverty Status -c0190 -. 0149 -. 0152

(-0.14) (-1.27) (- 1.74)

(T-statistics are shown in parent heses)

Mot her's education was slightly positive but not significant
in 1981. The ﬁypotheses predi cted that by 1983 the variabl e woul d
be positive and strongly significant. As the results show, this
di d not happen. In fact, two of the categories -mnorities and
non racial -actually becane negative. Initially | expected that
this could be caused by problens with the nother's and father's
education variables correlating. Therefore, the regression was
tried with one renoved and the other still included, but this did
not inprove the results.
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The variable for father's education had results in 1981
simlar to those for nother's education. It was al so expected to
becone positive and significant by 1983. COverall, this did not
occur. However, the variable was positive and significant for
mnorities, which supports the second hypothesis that the effect
was nore pronounced for mnorities than for whites. Wile it was
expected that the value for mnorities would be nore significant
than the value for whites, it is surprising that nother’s
educati on becane negative for whites.

The hi gh school diplona variable was positive and
significant at the 10%Ilevel in 1981. Like the other education

-related variables, | expected it to increase in significance by
1983. The increase did occur, as it became significant at the 5%
| evel overall in 1983. The overall increase is supportive of the

first hypothesis, but little can be found fromthis result to
support the second hypot hesi s.

The final variable, that representing the poverty status of
the enlistee, was positive and significant in 1981. It was not
predicted to be significant in 1981, but this does not create a
problem The fact that it was significant indicates that in 1981
comng froman inpoverished background was still positively
related to enlistnment in the mlitary. Wat is inportant is the
change from 1981 to 1983. The results showthat the direction of
this change was as predicted, but that it was not of the
magni t ude expected. The poverty variable did become negative by
1983, but it was not at a significant level. Even though it is
not significant, it is still inportant to note that poverty was
F05|t|vely related to enlistnent in 1981 and that this was no

onger the case in 1983. The change in itself does, to a certain
degree, serve as evidence for the first hypothesis. A though
results for this variable do not seemto indicate much in terns
of differences in the effect on mnorities conpared to whites, we
already saw fromthe bivariate analysis that there is an
underlying trend between mnorities and whites which the
regression failed to reveal in sone ways (Gaph I).

M » Concl usi on

The last two variables, D PL and POVT, provide sonme neasure
of support for the first hypothesis, while the variable for
father's education is evidence for the second hypot hesis. The
variable for nmother's education failed to be significant. Further
refinenment of the nmodel is possible. Mdst inportantly, using a
probit regression nodel could help to alleviate the problens
I nherent 1n the use of a dummy dependent variable and lead to
nore robust results. It mght also be worthwhile to use mlitary
manpower data to increase the nunber of enlistees, thus
i ncreasi ng the sanple size and providing nore confidence in the
results. The data could al so provide informati on on entrance exam
scores (the Armed Forces Entrance Exan) for enli stees.

At the beginning of this paper | proposed the follow ng
hypot heses:
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1) Mnorities and whites from hi gher soci oecononic
backgrounds were nore likely to enlist in 1983 than in 1981
2) A high socioeconomc background was a better
predictor of enlistnent for mnorities than for
whites in 1983 as conpared to 1981.

When both the bivariate and regression results are
consi dered, the overall outcone is generally favorable and
supportive of the hypotheses. Both types of tests (bivariate and
regression) provide evidence in support of the same variables for
bot h hypot heses, and the bivariate analysis suggests that
there is an underlying validity to the hypotheses. It is
difficult to draw any concl usive policy suggestions w thout
further evidence supporting differences in the backgrounds of
mnorities and whites. A recessionary period |ike that of the
early 1980's is generally advantageous to the mlitary in terns
of the overall quality of recruits fromwhich it has to choose.
Nevertheless, it is difficult to advocate the mlitary adopting
a pro-recessionary stance based on this conclusion. One valid
concl usion, however, is that the mlitary needs to put fewer
resources into recruiting efforts to nmaintain the quality of its
recruits during such periods.
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