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Abstract

Previous research suggests that being in the military leads veterans to engage in violent
behavior. This research usually compares veterans to non-veterans, ignoring the possibility that people
engaging in the troubled or violent behaviors may be more likely to enlist. The analysis presented in
this paper improves upon previous research by employing a cumulative number of household moves
experienced by the respondent, a comprehensive delinquency index and an index of substance use to
assess the effect of social disengagement on enlistment for both males and females using the data
available from the 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth. Another improvement over previous
research is the use of a discrete time event history model of the time to enlistment that enables
inclusion of numerous time-varying variables. Both the delinquency index and the cumulative number
of moves are significantly related to military enlistment. The substance use index was not significantly

related to enlistment.



INTRODUCTION

Over the last 70 years, at least one and a half million military personnel have been on active
duty in each year, affecting 10 to 70 percent of relevant birth cohorts. Currently, about 200,000 young
men and women enter the military (active duty and reserves) each year. Indeed, an often-ignored fact
is that the military is the single largest employer of young men in the United States (Angrist, 1998), with
about 10-12% of recent cohorts of young men serving a term in the military. Military recruitment is an
often hotly debated topic of public policy centering on issues such as access, equality of representation
by race, and transferability of training to the civilian labor market (Armor, 1996). In Congress, veterans'
rights and benefits are significant budgetary items, and veterans' organizations constitute powerful
political action groups. Moreover, there is growing evidence that military service is linked to a number
of subsequent life course outcomes, including income, marital status, and health (Angrist, 1990, 1998;
MaclLean and Elder, 2008; Segal and Segal, 2004; Teachman, 2007; Teachman, 2010; Teachman and
Tedrow, 2007; Whyman, Lemmon, and Teachman, 2011). Yet, our understanding of the factors that lead
young men and women to choose military service in the all-volunteer era remains skeletal.

Finally, military service is not a one-time decision; it is a decision that is assessed and reassessed
across the young adult lifespan. Jobs, schooling, and military service are not mutually exclusive events
in the life course of young persons. Rather, individuals choose from among these options in various
sequences that may vary as they age. The important point to note here is that individuals do not make a
static choice between jobs, schooling, and military service as mutually exclusive statuses as much of the
prior research implies. While it is true that young men and women may choose one of these statuses to
try first, choosing one status initially does not eliminate the possibility that another status will be chosen
later in the life course. Rather than eliminating the likelihood of choosing a different status, choosing

one status at a particular point in the life course likely alters, either negatively or positively, the



possibility that a different status will be chosen later.! For example, post-secondary schooling may
reduce the likelihood of military enlistment, while not eliminating the possibility.

In particular, prior literature dealing with enlistment in the military has focused primarily on
economic factors wherein men (and increasingly women) choose the military as a means to maximize
their economic well-being (Asch, Kilburn, and Klerman, 1999; Dale and Gilroy, 1984; Kilburn and Asch,
2003; Kilburn and Klerman, 1999; Kleykamp, 2006; Seeborg, 1994). Although this model has received
empirical support, it fails to recognize the many possible non-economic factors that may spur
enlistment. For example, other research has suggested that factors such as patriotism, propinquity to
military installations, family history, and desire for travel and adventure are related to the decision to
join the military (Eighmey, 2006; Elder et al., 2010; Kleykamp, 2006). Indeed, some authors claim that
men and women who enlist in the military do not come from disadvantaged backgrounds and make
enlistment decisions based largely on non-economic factors (Kane, 2006; Watkins and Sherk, 2008). In
this article, we expand the literature on social determinants by investigating the relationship between
social disengagement and the likelihood of military enlistment.

PRIOR LITERATURE

There are only a handful of studies that have investigated the notion that social disengagement
is related to military enlistment. Using data taken from the Houston Independent School System
between 1971 and 1988, Johnson and Kaplan find that young men who have an early history of
antisocial behavior (an arrest or some other evidence of having trouble with authority) and more
frequent parental moves are more likely to enlist in the military. Using more representative data taken
from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Elder et al. (2010) find that young men with

less perceived social support and a history of physical aggression are more likely to enter the military.




DATA

We use data taken from the 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY-97). Starting in 1997, the
NLSY-97 interviewed 8,984 men and women between the ages of 14-16 who were born between 1980
and 1984. The young men and women in our sample were eligible to be observed up to 12 times over
the period 1998 to 2009. In our analysis, we only consider only men and women age 17 and older and
thus eligible to enter the military. A database consisting of person years was created where
respondents contribute a person year for each round of the NLSY-97 in which they were interviewed
and were eligible to enlist. Respondents contribute person years until they enter the military, are lost to
follow-up, or they reach the last wave of the study (2009). Thus, the final sample includes information
on men and women between the ages of 17 and 28 who were eligible to enter the military between
1998 (the year the oldest NLSY-97 respondents turned 17) and 2009. The pooled sample includes
34,417 person years for men (4599 unique men) and 31,380 person years for women (4385 unique
women). Approximately 7% of men (342 enlistees) enlisted in the military over the time period covered
by our study. Only about 2% of women enlisted in the military (95 enlistees) and caution should be
taken in interpreting results due to this relatively small sample size.

METHOD AND MEASURES

We use a logistic-regression model to analyze the relationship between military enlistment and a series
of measured covariates. In essence, we conduct a discrete-time event history analysis where the event
in question is enlistment. Thus, we are not modeling the likelihood of ever entering the military but
rather the likelihood of entering the military during a given interval of time (here that interval is a year).
Because we examine a pooled data base consisting of yearly observations, we can allow covariates that

change values of the life course of respondents (e.g., income, marital status).



Measures of Military Enlistment and Social Disengagement

Our dependent variable is the log of the odds (or sometimes the odds) of enlisting in the
military. We use three indicators of social disengagement. The first measure has been used in prior
research and constitutes a time-varying indicator of the cumulative number of household moves
experienced by the respondent. The notion is that individuals who experience more moves are less
integrated into their surrounding environment (Kan, 2007; Magdol and Bessel, 2003; Sampson and
Groves, 1989) and thus less likely to be involved in social relationships that offer alternatives to military
service. Individuals who have experienced more household moves may also be more willing to serve in
the military where frequent moves are the norm.

The second measure is a time-varying Substance Use Index that taps use of cigarettes, alcohol,
and marijuana. The question wording for the index formation is found below. This index ranges from 0
to 3 with a higher score indicating more substance use.
1. Have you ever smoked a cigarette?
2. Have you ever had a drink of an alcoholic beverage? (By a drink we mean a can or bottle

of beer, a glass of wine, a mixed drink, or a shot of liquor. Do not include childhood

sips that you might have had from an older person's drink.)
3. Have you ever used marijuana, for example: grass or pot, in your lifetime?
Consistent with prior research, we suggest that individuals with higher levels of substance use are
subject to greater levels of social disengagement (Dishion, Nelson, and Bullock, 2004; Henry,
Thornberry, and Huizinga, 2009; Johnson and Kaplan, 1991). Moore et al. (1999) report that the
substance use index measured in the NLSY-97 is positively related to both measures of youth
delinquency and reports of behavioral and emotional problems in children by their parents.

Our third measure of social disengagement consists of a time-varying, cumulative Delinquency

Index that ranges from zero to ten, with higher scores indicating a greater degree of delinquency. The



score was constructed by adding the responses from the number of delinquent/criminal acts that
respondents identified as having ever done. A change in a respondent’s score indicates that in a
particular year a respondent engaged in a delinquent behavior that was not listed in earlier intervals. A
value of 0 indicates that the respondent has not yet engaged in any of the activities listed. A value of 10
indicates that the respondent has engaged in each of the ten items listed at least once. Weighted scores
were assigned to respondents who answered at least eight or more of the ten delinquency questions
listed below.” Note that the index is based on self-reports and does not necessarily reflect official
records of delinquent behavior for an individual.
The questions forming the Delinquency Index (0=No, 1=Yes response for each) are as follows:
1. Have you ever run away, that is, left home and stayed away at least overnight without

your parent's prior knowledge or permission?
2. Have you ever carried a hand gun? When we say hand gun, we mean any firearm other

than a rifle or shotgun.
3. Have you ever belonged to a gang?
4. Have you ever purposely damaged or destroyed property that did not belong to you?
5. Have you ever stolen something from a store or something that did not belong to you

worth less than 50 dollars?
6. Have you ever stolen something from a store, person or house, or something that did not

belong to you worth 50 dollars or more including stealing a car?
7. Have you ever committed other property crimes such as fencing, receiving, possessing or

selling stolen property, or cheated someone by selling them something that was

worthless or worth much less than what you said it was?

’That is, respondents who answered at least eight of the ten questions were given a score that was adjusted to a
base of ten. For example, if a respondent answered positively to four of eight questions they were assigned a
value of 5 for the scale (4/8 * 10). Respondents who answered fewer than eight items were assigned a missing
value for the scale and received an imputed value using the chained equations approach described above.



8. Have you ever attacked someone with the idea of seriously hurting them or have a
situation end up in a serious fight or assault of some kind?

9. Have you ever sold or helped sell marijuana (pot, grass), hashish (hash) or other hard
drugs such as heroin, cocaine or LSD?

10. Have you ever been arrested by the police or taken into custody for an illegal or

delinquent offense (do not include arrests for minor traffic violations)?

The Delinquency Index has been used by other researchers to describe the patterns of
delinquency across the life course of adolescents (Bolken et al., 2010; Hair et al., 2009; Holmes, Jones-
Sanpei and Day, 2009; Vander Ven et al., 2001) and appears to have considerable construct validity.
Delinquency has long been considered to be strongly related to social disengagement (Cullen, 1994
Hagan, 1993; Sampson and Groves, 1989; Shihadeh, 1996). Individuals with higher scores on the
Delinquency Index are less likely to be involved in social networks that would provide them with
schooling and work alternatives that would detract from serving in the military. They may also see the
military as an environment that will provide a degree of control over their behavior (Eighmey, 2006).
Control Measures
We include a number of control variables to reduce the likelihood that any observed relationship
between social disengagement and military enlistment may be due to spuriousness. Previous research
has linked each of these variables to either military enlistment, social disengagement, or both. These
variables are designed to limit the influences of either self-selection into the military (e.g., according to
income or marital status) or selectivity imposed by the military via recruitment standards (e.g.,
according to cognitive ability or health). The control variables we include are race measured as a series
of dummy variables; urban residence (time varying); residence in the south (time varying); age and age
squared (time varying); highest level of parental education (higher of either mother or father); whether

the respondent lived with both parents at age 12; whether the interval in question was situated in time



prior to 9/11; number of household members and its square (time varying); a series of dummy variables
corresponding to the military’s categorization of the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery, which
was administered to all NLSY-97 respondents in 1997; a series of dummy variables measuring household
income relative to the poverty level (time varying); whether the respondent was married (time varying);
body mass index (time varying); a series of dummy variables indicating the number of resident and non-
resident children the respondent has (time varying); a series of dummy variables indicating the highest
level of education obtained by the respondent (time varying); a set of dummy variables indicating the
self-reported health of the respondent (time-varying); number of weeks worked in the prior year (time-
varying); and a dummy variable indicating whether the responded was enrolled in school in the interval
(time-varying). The descriptive statistics provide additional information pertaining to the categorization

of particular variables.
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Table 1 Descriptive Statistics for Variables used to Examine the Link between Social Disengagement
and Military Enlistment

Variable Mean or Proportion (se)
Men Women
Enlist in the military .009 (.0004) .002 (.0002)
Substance use index:
No substance used (omitted) .08 (.002) .09 (.002)
One substance used .17 (.003) .21 (.003)
Two substances used .24 (.003) .26 (.004)
Three substances used .51 (.004) .44 (.005)
Delinquency index 3.10(.013) 1.71 (.010)
Cumulative number of moves 4.40 (.027) 4,99 (.021)
Race:
Black (omitted) .26 (.004) .27 (.004)
Hispanic .21 (.004) .21 (.004)
Mixed race .01 (.002) .01 (.002)
Non-black, non-Hispanic .52 (.004) .50 (.007)
Urban .78 (.002) .80 (.002)
South .38 (.002) .40 (.002)
Age in months 267.87 (.197) 269.43 (.195)
Highest level of parents’ education 13.10 (.026) 13.00 (.019)
Lived with both parents at age 12 .47 (.003) .42 (.003)
Pre-9/11 .29 (.002) .28 (.002)
Number of household members 3.55 (.009) 3.65 (.009)
ASVAB
Category 1 .23 (.002) .21 (.002)
Category 2 .19 (.002) .20 (.002)
Category 3a .10 (.001) .12 (.002)
Category 3b (omitted) .14 (.002) .16 (.002)
Category 4a .35 (.002) .31 (.002)
Category 4b .05 (.001) .05 (.001)
Category 4c .07 (.001) .06 (.001)
Category 5 .15 (.002) .12 (.002)
Household income
HH income < poverty level .22 (.002) .26 (.002)
HH income >= poverty level to =< 3x poverty level .19 (.002) .19 (.002)
HH income > 3x poverty level .59 (.002) .55 (.002)
Married .10 (.002) .17 (.002)
Body Mass Index
BMI < 19 .03 (.001) .06 (.001)
19 <= BMI < 25 (omitted) .42 (.002) .48 (.002)
25 <=BMI < 30 .31 (.002) .21 (.002)
BMI >= 30 .24 (002) .25 (.002)
Number of resident children
No resident children .88 (.002) .66 (.002)




One resident child (omitted) .08 (.002) .19 (.002)
Two resident children .04 (.001) .15 (.001)
Number of non-resident children
No non-resident children .90 (.001) .98 (.001)
One non-resident child (omitted) .07 (.001) .01 (.001)
Two non-resident children .03 (.001) .01 (.001)
Education:
Less than high school .29 (.002) .24 (.002)
High school degree or GED (omitted) .35(.002) .26 (.002)
Some college .35(.002) .42 (.002)
College or more 06 (.001) .08 (.001)
Self-reported health:
Excellent 35(.002) .26 (.002)
Very good 35 (.002) .36 (.002)
Good (omitted) 23 (.002) .29 (.002)
Fair 06 (.001) .08 (.001)
Poor .01 (.001) .01 (.001)
Number of weeks worked 34.66 (.097) 33.81 (.097)
Enrolled in school .34 (.002) .38 (.002)
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Table 1 Logistic Regression Coefficients for a Discrete-Time Event History Model of the Time to Enlistment, NLSY-97

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Men Women Men Women Men Women

Substance use index:

No substance used (omitted)

One substance used -.065 254 -.094 277 .153 491

Two substances used -.022 .267 -.033 .352 126 .558

Three substances used -.306 .525 -.179 .527 .033 .693
Delinquency index .248** .282 243** 276 201%* .325%*
Delinquency index squared -.022** -.053* -.021** | -.046 -.026** -.061**
Cumulative number of moves .360** 113 .319%* 144 .319%** .159*
Cumulative number of moves squared -.024%** -.001 -.019** | -.002 -.021%** -.005
Race:

Black (omitted)

Hispanic .500%* .163 A14%* -.048 .668** -.160

Mixed race -.039 -.097 .056* -.514 .335 -.626

Non-black, non-Hispanic .120 -717 .041 -.922%* A36** - 739%*
Urban -.029 -.432 .014 -.458* -.073 -.388
South A44%* .355 A19%* 428%* .358** .397%*
Age in months .253%* 276%* .068 .165 .089** .189*
Age in months squared -.001%** -.001** -.001** | -.001** -.001** -.001%*
Highest level of parents’ education .016 -.003 .014 -.008 .015 .019
Lived with both parents at age 12 .135 -.163 .119 .023 147 121
Pre-9/11 A94%* -.310 .326** -477* A11%* -.340
Number of household members -.550** -.636** -402** | -,400** -.399** -.503**
Number of household members squared .044%** .050** .035%* .0352** .030** .041%*
ASVAB category 1 -.544** -.629%* -.386* -.533 -.435** -.827**
ASVAB category 2 .007 .263 .065 234 .160 .258
ASVAB category 3a .385** .021 .359% -.059 .397* -.036
ASVAB category 3b (omitted)
ASVAB category 4a .058 -.833* .081 -.818 -.042 -1.104**




ASVAB category 4b -.617 -.882 -.558 -.823 -.0545 -.555
ASVAB category 4c -1.036 -.197 -.858%* -.156 -.821%* -.140
ASVAB category 5 -1.894 -- -1.63** -1.911%**
Household income < poverty level .226 136 -.021 -.011
H. Income > pov.level to <3x pov.level (omitted)
Household income > 3x poverty level -.192 -.072 -1.84 .078
Married 1.128** | -.102 1.564** | -.345
BMI< 19 -.736 -1.487** -.692 -1.742%**
19 <= BMI < 25 (omitted)
25 <=BMI < 30 251** -.234 .183 -.311
BMI >= 30 -.989** | -3.000** -1.021*%* | -3.209**
No resident children .829%* 1.299** .639* 1.791**
One resident child (omitted)
Two resident children .866%* .835
No nonresident children 131 -117 334 410
One nonresident child (omitted)
Two nonresident children -.070 1.457 =221 1.976
Education:
Less than high school -2.995%* | -2.852%%* -2.462** | -1.964%**
High school degree or GED (omitted)
Some college -1.099** | -1.460 -117 -.178
College or more -.367 -.106 -.258 .0168
Self-reported health:
Excellent 1.254** | 967** 1.252** 1.131%**
Very good .750** 174 .829%* .282
Good (omitted)
Fair -.018 -.572 -.072 -.456
Poor 1.267 1.297 317 1.039
Number of weeks worked -.063** -.066**
Enrolled in school -2.363** | -2.438%*

* p<.10 **p<.05
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