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ABSTRACT

The twofold aim of the present study was to try to understand why young recruits to the Swedish 
Armed Forces chose a military career rather than a civilian one, and how their expectations were 
met when confronted with the realities of life as a soldier or marine. The study material consisted of 
57 interviews with 37 young recruits; the interviews were carried out at units representing different 
branches of the Armed Forces. The interviews were semi-structured, transcribed, and categorized. 
It was found that the desire to remain employed as a soldier or marine in the Swedish Armed 
Forces is based on a set of individual and organizational factors: the selection process, the sense 
of meaningfulness and organizational coherence, the safety offered, and the salutogenic nature of 
military working life. The recruits are part of a system that offers good work conditions in return for 
taxing and stressful work assignments. 
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Introduction 

The starting point for the present study was to investigate why young people apply to 
the Armed Forces and what factors influence their choice to stay or terminate their 
employment. This can be understood as an interest in how organizational conditions 

(at different levels) and agency (intentional actions and strategies) interact when young 
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adults are about to establish themselves in the Armed Forces. In contemporary work-
ing life, which is characterized by individualized responsibility and personally driven 
employability, it is of interest to understand the motives underlying the choice of the 
Armed Forces as an employer. The general public often perceives the Armed Forces as 
‘a static, hierarchical, and “old-fashioned” organization that lacks modern organiza-
tional structures and innovation’ (Swedish Armed Forces 2011). However, the Armed 
Force have sought to promote themselves as an ‘entrepreneurial and inclusive orga-
nization offering opportunities for personal, professional and corporal development’ 
(Strand 2019). Taking into account the problems and time needed to manage organiza-
tional change in large organizations characterized by a high degree of professionalism, 
a mismatch between expectations and reality is likely. Is this what new recruits have 
 experienced?

The present article thus addresses two basic questions: Why do young people 
apply to the Armed Forces? What are the mechanisms underlying the choice to remain 
employed in the Armed Forces? However, these fundamental questions presuppose an 
examination of the organizational and institutional conditions that characterize the 
Armed Forces.

The article begins by discussing the situation of young adults in the labor mar-
ket and providing an overview of the research available on young adults in the Armed 
Forces. It also presents some characteristics of the organizational conditions of the 
Armed Forces as a workplace. This is followed by a theoretical framework, some con-
ceptual conditions, and methods. The methodology is based on a realistic view of the 
relationship between structure and agency, and an interpretation of individualization as 
an expression of increased individual responsibility for a number of issues in society that 
were previously perceived as a collective responsibility, such as employability and stabil-
ity on the labor market. Finally, the results of the interviews are described, along with 
an analysis and discussion of the generative mechanisms activated when young adults 
negotiate their opportunities within the Armed Forces.

Young adults and the labor market

There is an extensive body of research on how young adults relate to the labor market 
and to their occupational choices (for reviews, see, e.g., Furlong 2007, Furlong et al. 
2017). Attitude surveys have been conducted that capture young people’s conceptions 
about themselves, their future, and the society in which they live (e.g., MUCF 2019; 
EPSU 2019). Despite the popular image of young people as individualistic and char-
acterized by post-materialistic values, research has shown that most young people pri-
marily want a secure full-time job (e.g., Hult & Svallfors 2002, Pyöriä et al. 2017, 
Hirvilammi et al. 2019). However, attitudes and ideas are linked to the conditions at 
hand. One of the most important changes affecting young adults’ lives in so-called ‘late 
modern’ society has been that their entry into adult life occurs later. If we go back 
only a few generations, it is difficult to even talk about a period of youth, much less to 
apply the term ‘young adults’. After basic schooling, most young people simply became 
adults, whether they wanted to or not. Today, the situation is different. The transition 
between adolescence and adulthood is extended, and the age of labor market entry and 
family formation is delayed; both men and women increasingly want to first establish 
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themselves on the labor market before starting a family (OECD 2011). In general, entry 
onto the labor market means the start of a nonlinear process, which in practice involves 
many temporary jobs under precarious conditions (Kalleberg 2009; Mortimer 2009; 
Standing 2011). The so-called gig economy boosts the unqualified service jobs that many 
young people are forced to take, jobs that may entail a performance-based salary and 
insecure employment conditions. These conditions have severe consequences for many; 
some young people also periodically refrain from looking for work because of the dif-
ficulties that arise (Ylistö 2018). Unemployment as such has a negative impact on young 
people’s health and well-being (e.g., Reneflot & Evensen 2014). Some studies have also 
shown that the effects on health are greater for young people who work under precari-
ous conditions (e.g., Vancea & Utzet 2017).

However, work conditions for the permanently employed are also changing. The 
new requirements imposed on employees include having not only a relevant educational 
background, but also a good ability to self-govern and self-regulate (Allvin et al. 2011). 
Studies have shown that nearly half (47%) of the jobs offered on the Swedish labor mar-
ket are considered low-regulated or unregulated (Allvin et al. 2013); these jobs require 
that the employee be responsible for structuring, organizing, and executing the work. 
These changes can be characterized in relation to the notions of individualization (Ebert 
2012; Gillberg & Bergman 2013) or responsibilization (Mounk 2017), which imply that 
the individual is forced to deal with the boundaries and regulations of the work, tasks 
that previously rested with the employer or the organization. These new requirements 
are diffuse and require a self-regulating ability that may be difficult to achieve. Unregu-
lated work based on a self-regulating capacity may give more room for maneuver, but 
it also increases the pressure on the employee. Furlong and Cartmel (2007) argued that 
the increasingly individualized labor market (and life in general) has resulted in a shift 
toward individual responsibility, where various kinds of shortcomings on the labor mar-
ket fall back onto the individual. Young adults have largely internalized this shift in 
responsibility:

… Individuals are forced to negotiate a set of risks which impinge on all aspects of their 
daily life, yet the intensification of individualism means that crises are perceived as indi-
vidual shortcomings rather than the outcome of processes which are largely outwith the 
control of individuals. In this context, we have seen that some of the problems faced 
by young people in modern societies stem from an attempt to negotiate difficulties on 
an individual level. Blind to the existence of powerful chains of interdependency, young 
people frequently attempt to resolve collective problems through individual action and 
hold themselves responsible for their inevitable failure. (Furlong & Cartmel 2007: p.144) 

In light of this background, it is reasonable to argue that young adults are somewhat 
alone on today’s labor market and expected to manage their own employability indi-
vidually (and expect this of themselves as well). A work life characterized by fragmenta-
tion, precarious employment, and high demands on self-governing ability puts pressure 
on young adults, which may partly explain the increasing mental ill-health found in this 
part of the population (Canivet et al. 2016; Rönnblad et al. 2019; Tompa et al. 2007). 

What, then, is the situation for young adults in the Armed Forces? Although young 
people’s relationship to working life has been relatively well studied, their relationship to 
the Armed Forces as an organization and employer has received only limited attention. 
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In the next paragraph, we briefly describe the research that has been conducted on 
the relationship between the Armed Forces and young adults, primarily in a Swedish 
 context.

Young adults and the military 

During the past decade, the Swedish Armed Forces have undergone dramatic develop-
ments. In 2010, the agency was reorganized in response to perceived positive changes 
in the international political climate, shifting the focus from national deterrence to 
international peacekeeping and peacemaking missions. Military units were closed, the 
compulsory military service system was discontinued, and the organization was down-
sized. However, Sweden is presently (as of 2020) reinforcing its national defense capac-
ity, increasing military investments, and reintroducing compulsory military service. The 
recruitment of young people to the Armed Forces has become an important issue, and 
targeted efforts have been made to persuade young recruits to remain in the Army as 
permanently employed soldiers or to choose a military career as officers. Arriving at an 
understanding of the factors influencing young adults to choose a military career is of 
great importance to the Armed Forces (Strand 2019). The requirements established in 
the recruitment process are quite tough, the competition for an elite group among young 
adults on the Swedish labor market is fierce, and youth unemployment is relatively low 
(e.g., Olofsson & Wadensjö 2015; Gillberg & Seldén 2017). The changing mission of 
the Swedish Armed Forces, the changing nature of warfare, and the need to be part of 
a societal context are all factors that contribute to organizational restructuring and the 
introduction of new military management strategies. 

Another approach taken in the Nordic research has been a more feminist-oriented 
constitutive analysis of how a person is to be formed into a soldier (e.g., Sløk-Andersen 
2018). Sløk-Andersen argued that becoming ‘a good soldier’ is a complex process, where 
the possibility of being recognized as such a person is unevenly distributed in relation 
to, among other things, gender and various disabilities. Taking a similar perspective, 
Ellingsen et al. (2016) suggested that the Armed Forces are characterized by masculinity 
norms that have been compromised with regard to mixed rooms, that is, when soldiers 
of both sexes live together. In such contexts, both desexualization and a reduction in 
stereotypical behaviors are noted.

Studying young people’s perceptions of the Swedish Armed Forces as an employer, 
Adolfsson et al. (2012, 2015) found that fellowship and coherence contributed to the 
job satisfaction experienced by soldiers and marines. The relationships that emerge 
within the Armed Forces create trust (e.g., Eikeland 2015). Österberg and Rydstedt 
(2018) found that working conditions that offer meaningfulness constituted a key 
factor underlying job satisfaction. There was also a relationship between complex job 
content and job satisfaction. Their study indicated that in order to promote organi-
zational commitment in the Armed Forces, it is important to provide working condi-
tions that newly recruited soldiers perceive as meaningful. Similar conclusions have 
been drawn in international studies (see, e.g., Allen 2003; Gade 2003). Annell et al. 
(2018, 2019) monitored a cohort of newly employed young police officers (a profes-
sional category that shares some similarities with military recruits) and investigated 
the factors causing dropout from the profession after some time of employment. These 
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authors concluded that relatively few officers chose to quit; among those who did, a 
lack of organizational coherence was the most important work-related explanatory 
factor.

Leadership quality is an important factor related to job satisfaction and experi-
ence of meaning and motivation in work. In a study of Swedish soldiers, Brandebo et 
al. (2019) showed that constructive leadership contributed to experienced meaningful-
ness and work satisfaction. Österberg (2018) also highlighted individual development, 
group cohesion, and the opportunity for competence development as key factors in 
understanding what is required for young people to apply to and stay in the Armed 
Forces. 

Another important facet of the Armed Forces is that military occupations dem-
onstrate low relative risks for sick leave. Indeed, the health statistics in the military 
are exceptional. Figure 1 shows the relative risks for sick leave in 2013 for all occu-
pations on the Swedish labor market that include more than 10,000 persons. The 
‘Armed Forces’ (occupational code 011 according to Swedish Standard Classifica-
tion of Occupations, SSYK) show exceptionally low relative risks compared to the 
labor market as a whole. Given that military personnel may be exposed to extremely 

Figure 1 Relative risk (RR) for sick leave in all diagnoses (horizontal axis) and mental diagnoses 
(vertical axis) in different occupations (average for all occupations = 1). The data points represent all 
occupations on the Swedish labor market that include more than 10,000 people. Data source: The 
Swedish Social Insurance Agency (2018).
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stressful situations, sick leave due to mental diagnoses is of special interest, yet here 
as well, the Armed Forces are characterized by a very low relative risk (RR = 0.72), 
comparable only to code 612: ‘Animal producers and related workers’ (RR = 0.70). 
Sick leave absence among soldiers and marines in particular was a mere 0.7% for men 
and 0.5% for women.

In summary, we can state that young adults’ experiences of the Armed Forces are 
largely positive and that the health rates are positive. This can partly be understood in 
light of the selective process that precedes employment, where motivation and physi-
cal health are tested. In connection with employment, young soldiers are thus already 
selected, and in connection with basic training, a socialization process begins that influ-
ences and shapes the individual soldier. This background should be kept in mind as we 
approach the interviewed soldiers. 

Theoretical framework

The theoretical foundation of the present study is a critical realistic metatheoretical 
understanding of the relationship between structure and reflexivity (Archer 1995, 2007). 
The analytical framework used in the analysis of the interviews can be described as a 
realistic model (Karlsson & Bergman 2017; Maxwell 2012; Pawson & Tilly 1997), the 
aim of which is to identify the factors and conditions that motivated and influenced the 
interviewees’ perceptions of the Armed Forces. The basic analytical model underpinning 
the work has been an analytical dualism that distinguishes between structural conditions 
and agency (Archer 1995; Mutch 2019). This does not mean that these two aspects of 
life are clearly separated in the everyday world. However, if we are to study the rela-
tionship between society and the individual, we must distinguish between the actions 
of agents (i.e., the actions and intentions of individuals and groups) and the structures 
(that either enable or constrain these groups’ and individuals’ actions in the world). Both 
agents and structures produce generative mechanisms, meaning that they make things 
happen in the world (Sayer 1992: 104–109), the critical difference being that structures 
are devoid of intentionality. Structures exist and condition the actions that take place. 
This provides a perspective the views young adults’ conditions and opportunities on the 
labor market as an interaction between the conditions that prevail and their reflexive 
capacity. In this context, one can talk about both internal and external conditions that 
limit and enable an individual’s potential. This does not mean that the individual is 
determined by these conditions; rather, the relationship between the individual’s reflex-
ivity and the internal and external structural conditions is interesting, if our goal is to 
identify and understand the mechanisms that influence young adults and cause them 
to adopt a strategy and make decisions about their future. One way to approach this 
gap between structural conditions and agency is through interviews that highlight the 
internal conversation that always takes place when the individual’s resources meet the 
structural conditions of the surrounding context (Archer 2007). 

The sense of coherence (SOC) experienced by military recruits seems to contribute 
to a positive view of the organization and may predict whether they will remain in 
the military (Larsson & Melin 2015). A SOC is strongly related to perceived health, 
especially mental health, but less so to physical health (Eriksson &  Lindström 2006). 
According to Antonovsky (1979, 1996), workplaces in which employees experience a 
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high SOC may be characterized as salutogenic (health promoting): the stronger the SOC, 
the better the perceived health. As shown in Figure 1, in the military both general and 
mental health are exceptional. These considerations make it relevant to document the 
occurrence of the elements of SOC in the interviews: comprehensibility, manageability, 
and meaningfulness. It may be hypothesized that military working life provides a high 
SOC, and thereby possesses salutogenic qualities. 

To understand the rationales behind these young recruits’ decisions to apply to and 
remain in the army, the present study poses two key questions: What is the importance 
of the individual’s resources? How important is the institutional context young recruits 
experience?

Contextual conditions

Recruitment processes

In 2016, the Swedish Armed Forces identified a need to recruit 3000 young people age 
18 years and above to military basic training (MBT) annually.i After completion of a 
training period of 6–8 months, the recruits could choose employment as a soldier or 
marine, or to study to become an officer. The MBT selection process is quite rigorous. 
The Swedish Army holds that recruitment to the military must be based on strict criteria, 
aiming to match individual capability with the needs of the organization. Figure 2 shows 
the steps in the recruitment of soldiers and marines to MBT, and how the selection pro-
cess was applied to those who finished their training in 2013 (SOU 2016). Invitations 
were sent to all youngsters at the age of 18. In the first step, a set of formal criteria were 
applied (citizenship, age, educational background) to all applicants. The second and 
third steps comprised checks for health status, personal interests, attitudes toward mili-
tary service, and security. The final in-house testing included physical and psychologi-
cal performance (Bäccman 2015). At the end, those approved for MBT by the Defense 
Recruitment Agency were subject to individual assessment by a selection panel, where 
the Swedish Army Human Resource Centre reviewed the applicants and made a final 
decision, also taking into account the needs of the organization (Swedish Armed Forces 
2012). Among the original applicants, 20% were women. The proportion of women in 
the group actually completing the MBT decreased to 14%. 

A small proportion of those who started their MBT did not complete the training 
period (approximately 16–20% in 2013–2016). The main reasons for not finishing the 
MBT included health concerns, injuries, psychological or social problems, and security 
considerations. There were comparatively few voluntary dropouts; among them, rea-
sons included social concerns or transferring to other studies (Swedish Armed Forces 
2020). Those who have passed the selection process, achieving approval by the Defense 
Recruitment Agency and final acceptance by the Human Resource Centre represent a 
small fraction of those who applied to the MBT originally. These young adults may be 
characterized as a physical and mental elite, in their own view as well. This may also 
hold in an international perspective. A senior officer with experience of working with 
other countries in peacekeeping operations declared that Swedish soldiers were much 
more able than most soldiers from other countries: ‘I think that we have been success-
ful in our marketing of the occupation as a soldier or marine higher up in the supply of 
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Figure 2 The stepwise recruitment process applied by the Swedish Army (SOU 2016).

youngsters. It’s really something where you need to be talented, more than in many other 
occupations’ (Gillberg et al. 2018). 

Out of those who completed MBT, around 80% subsequently decided to join the 
military in some role. Approximately one-third became soldiers or marines, contracted 
for 6–8 years (Swedish Armed Forces 2017). This is the group in focus in the present 
study. 

The organizational context 

The Armed Forces may be characterized as a combination of a mechanistic and a profes-
sional organization, where the profession creates identity and safety and where the hier-
archical, mechanistic structure guarantees stability and a clear specialized differentiation 
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between functional assignments (Kadefors & Blomsterberg 2011). The Armed Forces 
may also be described as an organization characterized by specific norms and values 
formed within the framework of the historically conditioned task of defending the coun-
try. A hierarchical command structure, an altruistic task of defending the country, and an 
emphasis on cohesion and community in everyday work are the contextual conditions 
that characterize the work. This normative basic premise can also be described in rela-
tion to an institutional logic (see, e.g., Mutch 2018; Thornton 2012) that emphasizes 
tradition, hierarchies, and altruistic goals. Thornton et al. (2012) argued that institu-
tional logics permeate the organizational and professional conditions that enable cer-
tain approaches and activities and complicate others. The institutional logic becomes an 
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that apply and the decision-making processes that are acceptable. The way in which 
the Armed Forces relates to change and implementation of change processes can also 
be seen as an expression of the institutional and professional logic that characterize the 
Armed Forces, where a clear command structure forms the basis for the organization 
and the profession. The organizational conditions surrounding the employed soldiers 
are largely characterized by this institutional logic, which constitutes the framework 
within which the soldiers are trained and educated.

Method and material 

The present approach was partly inductive, but was developed via an abductive process 
into a study that alternated between empirical findings and theoretical concepts (e.g., 
Layder 2013). A qualitative approach was chosen aimed at capturing the young soldiers’ 
and marines’ own experiences of working in the Armed Forces. The interviews were 
semi-structured, recorded, and transcribed. Each interview lasted for about 1 hour. A 
number of biographical data points were obtained initially, such as parents’ occupations 
and education, previous studies, and work experience. The interviewees’ anonymity was 
ensured. The semi-structured approach mainly involved three overall thematic areas, 
addressed by asking the following questions: (1) Why did you apply for the Armed 
Forces, (2) How do you perceive your current employment and workplace? (3) Are you 
going to stay in the Armed Forces? The last thematic area (3) includes, in most cases, 
follow-up questions regarding the main reasons why the interviewee sees a future in the 
Armed Forces as well as what could cause him or her to leave the position.

The interviewed soldiers and marines

The empirical data were derived from interviews with 37 newly contracted soldiers 
and marines: 29 men and eight women. They had all completed 6 months of MBT 
before signing a time-limited contract of 8 years. The interviews were conducted at 
units representing different branches of the Armed Forces (army, navy, air force). The 
study comprised recruits who had enlisted with the Armed Forces before mandatory 
conscription was reintroduced in 2019. The interviewed soldiers were offered to par-
ticipate, but participation was voluntary and the selection can be described in terms 
of a self-selection.
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The interviewees were drawn from two different groups. The first group of 17 people 
was interviewed in 2017. They had all undergone a life and career planning course under the 
auspices of the Armed Forces. They represented the different branches of the Armed Forces 
(army, air force and navy). The selection contained five women and 12 men; the median age 
was 26 years, and their median time as employees in the Armed Forces was 6 years. 

The second group was a cohort of 20 soldiers and marines, interviewed on two 
occasions, in 2018 and 2019. The cohort contained four women and 16 men. The Armed 
Forces invited new recruits to participate in the interviews at selected units, representing 
a diversity with respect to geographic location and branch (army, air force, and navy). 
Participation was voluntary. At the first interview, the interviewees had been employed 
for about one year; the median age was 22 years. This study was therefore based on a 
total of 57 interviews with 37 individuals. 

All interviewees in the cohort had completed upper secondary education. One of the 
interviewees had an undergraduate academic degree. Three of the interviewees had par-
ents with a military background. A majority of those interviewed came from relatively 
common socio-economic circumstances: 16 of the interviewees in the cohort had parents 
who belonged to what could be characterized as middle-class or professionally trained 
working class. One of the interviewees had a parent who worked in the Armed Forces; 
another one had parents who worked as academics at a university. 

Processing and analysis of the interviews

The analysis of the material was carried out in three steps. In the first step, a content 
analysis of the interview material was conducted, giving rise to some general categories 
(see, e.g., Ryan & Bernard 2003; Braun & Clarke 2006; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane 
2006). These general categories were then analyzed in more detail using grounded- 
theory-inspired coding, where the primary codes gradually evolved to more comprehen-
sive and theoretically useful codes, with a view to capturing the central aspects of the 
interviewees’ motives and perceptions. 

The next step in the analysis was to relate these categories to the structural condi-
tions (i.e., to the institutional and organizational prerequisites) that characterize the 
Armed Forces as an employer. Theoretical perspectives have also been adjusted during 
the analysis (e.g., Antonovsky´s concept Sense of Coherence), which in practice has led 
to an interaction between the empirical and the theoretical (see Layder 1998: 37–42). 

The final step involved a so-called retroductive process, in which we conceptualized 
the mechanisms that affected the interviewed soldiers and marines in different directions. 
Retroduction can be described as a thought operation that reconstructs the basic condi-
tions for something to be what it is, or in other words, arguing for the properties that 
must exist for a phenomenon to be possible (Danermark et al. 2019; Gillberg, 2017).

Results and analysis 

The analysis led to three generative mechanisms that played crucial roles for the young 
soldiers and marines with respect to deciding to apply to and remain in the Armed 
Forces: (a) meaningfulness, (b) fellowship, and (c) structure and safety. 
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Meaningfulness

One issue characterizing the interviews was capture in the question: Why do young 
people apply to the Armed Forces? The answers to this question varied, but one com-
mon denominator was that the Armed Forces stand for something different and exciting. 
One of the soldiers described this as follows:

… it was exciting. A little different maybe. Everyone in high school doesn’t join the mili-
tary … so. (soldier/man)

The interviews showed that there are a number of components linked to the specific 
institutional logics of the Armed Forces that attract young adults to both seek and 
stay in the profession. Meaningfulness and stability were among the key concepts that 
emerged during the analysis. 

… you know you’re doing something for Sweden as well as … for the country … defend-
ing the population. That was one of the reasons [for me to join]. Other reasons were that 
it really interested me a lot. Being challenged and being able to do things outside your 
comfort zone. And that’s been tested now … both physically and mentally. Those are the 
reasons why you’re here and why you want to stay. (soldier/woman)

Making an effort for the country while also challenging oneself was a key motivator for 
many of the interviewees. The need for a collective and shared mission was thought to 
give the interviewees a sense of meaning in life.

So why do not more young adults apply to the Armed Forces if a need for meaning 
and collective community is what is required? One of the interviewees highlighted the 
following:

I think … most people are aiming for a career with a lot of money … that’s what I think. 
I come from a technology program and many people are looking to become engineers and 
similar things and I think money will be a big issue. They opt out … what I consider to 
be a fun and rewarding profession … for other jobs where they get paid more. I think the 
money issue is important. (soldier/man)

Another young soldier said:

… if you look at my friends, I think they’re a little too comfortable. Most of my friends 
went to some vocational high school … maybe construction or something … and yes … 
it might be comfortable there and they might think it sounds awful when you talk about 
GMU (military basic education) and things … (soldier/man)

One of the young female soldiers raised the question of why some young women are 
abandoning the Armed Forces:

I think it’s because you think you have to be so good physically … that you have to be so 
fast and strong and so on. I thought so myself, like … that I will not catch up with their 
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pace … I think so. But I wouldn’t say that is the hardest thing. But you have to be stubborn 
and really want to be here. I noticed it on an exercise we were on … that when you didn’t 
get enough food and sleep … then there were several guys … those who were the biggest 
and strongest … who started to slow down a bit. That’s exactly where the stubbornness 
comes in … (soldier/woman)

From a soldier’s perspective, the reason why so few apply to the Armed Forces is primarily 
considered an economic issue. However, as most of the interviewees pointed out, it is not 
for the sake of money one chooses to stay in the Armed Forces. Convenience and a fear 
of hard physical training are also aspects highlighted to explain why young adults do not 
choose the Armed Forces. Meaningfulness, as a generative mechanism, is of great impor-
tance to deciding to continue employment in the Armed Forces. Defending the country 
and being part of something that goes beyond the primary drive to make money are fac-
tors that greatly influence young people’s decision to continue their military careers.

Fellowship

What characterizes the Armed Forces as a workplace and organization, and what is 
considered the best part of being a soldier or marine? The answers were similar to the 
reasons given for why the Armed Forces were chosen as an employer, but also appre-
ciation of the fellowship and identity that had emerged in relation to the work and the 
tasks. Several interviewees highlighted the fellowship and the relatively clear tasks they 
shared with their superiors:

… I’ve always liked the ‘green clothing’ and I think it’s great … I mean the way we work 
together … it’s a great friendship … and that you live so close together. (soldier/man)

… how should I put it? … hmm … just this community … that you feel like you always 
have someone to be with and talk to … well I like that anyway. (soldier/woman)

You get very close to the people you work with and … you get a whole new family … to 
be with … that you can rely on all the time. (marine/man)

Another aspect many interviewees stressed was the challenges they faced and the per-
sonal development that contact with the military had meant for them. 

You grow as a person … and you learn so much about yourself and you constantly get 
new experiences. I think it’s very good for maturity … You become so mature and you get 
to know yourself … you feel that you can handle things and you realize you can do more 
than you thought initially. You get to know your weaknesses and strengths and I think 
it’s very good to get to know about yourself as well. How to deal with stress and so on. 
(soldier/woman) 

The fellowship emerged is a central generative mechanism that derives from the Armed 
Forces’ emphasis on the vital importance of the group to the work done in the military. 
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In other words, the fellowship makes things happen; it plays a crucial role in the decision 
to invest in a military career.

Stability and structure

In what way does the Armed Forces differ from other employers? An important aspect is 
the stable structure and security the military is thought to represent. Although the Armed 
Forces are sometimes considered a slow and bureaucratic organization, the soldiers also 
perceived this as an expression of stability and security. If other areas of working life are 
considered fragmentary and stressful, the Armed Forces are seen as the opposite. The 
clear and hierarchical structure that characterizes the organization was largely perceived 
as something positive. Two soldiers described it as follows:

… I haven’t tested any civil work, but many of my friends who switched to a civilian 
career have said that … ‘I have to go back’ … it may have to do with that structure … 
in the workplace here … that we have order and rank system and so on … (soldier/
woman)

It’s nice to be able to talk to my immediate superior about everything, but at the same time 
he’s the one who decides. If he says something then you do it … I have no problem with 
that. It’s a good structure that works well. (soldier/man)

… the Armed Forces will always remain and … just that it’s a government agency … 
and you know … rules and procedures that support us … and of course we won’t go 
bankrupt, and we’ve been around forever and will probably be in the future as well. 
Sometimes you think it’s nice and safe and you know you have a job to go to. (soldier/
man)

Thus, the last generative mechanism that causes young people to want to stay in the 
Armed Forces is the stability and structure that the work entails. Clear decision paths, a 
clear managerial role and, above all, long-term stability that does not involve reorgani-
zation and unemployment are aspects that characterize this mechanism. It also largely 
ties in with the picture that was initially drawn about the increasingly uncertain civilian 
labor market. 

Why apply to and stay in the army? Mechanisms and  
individual effects

Meaningfulness, Fellowship and Stability (in relation to a well-structured organization) 
are, as we have seen, three main concepts related to the central questions concerning 
why a young adult would decide to stay in the military. Moreover, they can be consid-
ered important generative mechanisms.

For most interviewees, applying to the Armed Forces was a well-considered deci-
sion. Some said they had applied because they wanted to try something different, but 
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that the final decision had been made after examining the conditions thoroughly. For 
many, military service constituted a natural part of reaching adulthood. A few inter-
viewees had parents or relatives working in the military, but most had no one in their 
surroundings with such a background. The female interviewees emphasized that apply-
ing to the military was a different and exciting decision; it was a way for them to do 
something special, a personal choice based on curiosity and interest.

The interviews showed that the newly contracted soldiers and sailors quickly devel-
oped a SOC and identification. Wearing a uniform and completing tasks together with 
comrades created a feeling among most people that they fit into a larger context. Several 
interviewees felt this was a basic difference compared to previous work experience. 
Friendship and common identity quickly became an important motivating factor and 
were also largely cited as reasons for staying in the Armed Forces. 

Perhaps the most prominent experience that emerged through the interviews was 
the feeling of structural stability and thereby security. Although the bureaucratic and 
hierarchical organization was sometimes perceived as slow, the leadership, the clear 
and well-thought-out command structure and proximity to the commander all repre-
sented security. Many interviewees described this as always having the opportunity to 
get immediate help from one’s supervisor – the nearest officer – if things went wrong. 
They described the satisfaction that came from learning their tasks and being constantly 
supported during training. Everyone had some experience of working life; one difference 
that was emphasized was the good leadership in the Armed Forces. 

The picture that emerges regarding the Armed Forces is apparently very positive. 
Working and training are considered meaningful and provide social identity, struc-
ture, and stability. The Armed Forces seem to offer something radically different from 
the labor market in general, which is characterized by a high degree of individual-
ized responsibility, insecure employment, and few opportunities to learn at work. The 
reasons why some young contracted employees leave the Armed Forces were mostly 
explained as a matter of personal economy. Wages are low and wage growth during a 
military career is slow compared to the situation on the civilian labor market. Young 
adults who want to start a family and perhaps buy a home may have to jump to a 
civilian job. However, many interviewees are prepared to accept a lower salary, given 
the other benefits of work in the Armed Forces. One common remark made by the 
interviewees is that you do not work in the military for the money, but because the job 
is interesting and meaningful. Examples of the practical and more concrete benefits 
highlighted include the opportunity to go to the gym during working hours, the long 
periods of compensatory leave that can be utilized on a regular basis, and the easily 
accessible healthcare system.

The study partly confirms the conclusions made in previous studies on soldiers and 
marines in the Armed Forces (e.g., Österberg & Rydstedt 2018), showing that cohesion, 
meaningful work and development opportunities are important explanatory mecha-
nisms underlying the soldiers’ positive image of the Armed Forces. In line with Annell 
et al. (2019), we note that one important work-related explanatory factor is a sense 
of organizational coherence. The military and the role as a soldier or marine became 
an important identity marker. The interviews indicated that what was perceived as a 
meaningful mission, a safe job, and a clear organizational context played a role in the 
development of emotional and identity-enhancing bonds to the organization and work 
tasks. Another aspect of the same theme concerns the leadership. Overall, the leadership 
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was perceived as very good and supportive. One of the interviewees who had left the 
Armed Forces (for salary reasons) described the difference as follows:

… the managers you have at XX [his current employer], they work during the day and 
they have their job no matter what. The officers in the Armed Forces were much more 
involved in the everyday work and took part in exercises and so on. It’s an incredible dif-
ference … you don’t have the same contact with the heads now as when you were in the 
Armed Forces …

This interview also highlighted salary as the most important explanatory factor for why 
soldiers leave or contemplate leaving the Armed Forces and applying for a civilian pro-
fession. This discussion is held both with colleagues and with managers in the organiza-
tion. The term ‘civilian darkness’, which refers to society outside the military community, 
has been used extensively in this discussion. The concept highlights the ambivalence that 
many express when talking about the future and various possible career choices. Staying 
within the Armed Forces is something most of the interviewees wanted, but they were 
all aware that this choice can have financial consequences. The Armed Forces symbolize 
security, stability, and meaningful work, but salary remains a big issue. Figure 3 summa-
rizes the main conclusions and highlights the generative mechanisms identified through 
the analysis of the interviews. 

Figure 3 Generative mechanisms and individual effects regarding the soldiers’ and marines’ relation 
to the Armed Forces.
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Theoretical implications

Contextual conditions and agency

The basic analytical distinction between structural conditions and reflexive consider-
ations the present article is oriented toward can be described, in more concrete terms, as 
an analysis of the contextual conditions and generative mechanisms that derive from the 
institutional and organizational logic of the Armed Forces. The traditional hierarchical 
command structure, the altruistic task of defending the country and the emphasis on 
cohesion and community in everyday work are the contextual conditions that charac-
terize the work. The organizational and institutional conditions make things happen, 
that is, they produce generative mechanisms that shape the young soldiers’ reflexivity. 
However, the relationship between reflexivity and structural conditions does not have a 
one-way influence, such that the specific conditions of the Armed Forces are instilled in 
the soldiers. The specific conditions and institutional logic that characterize the Armed 
Forces also meet the needs that have emerged through the reflexive considerations the 
young soldiers have made in relation to a civilian labor market that, in some cases, is 
perceived as fragmented and insecure. 

Research has indicated that the conditions and circumstances that shape (make) the 
soldier’s self-image are a combat-oriented ideal of masculinity and that adaptation to 
this is necessary if one intends to make a career in the Armed Forces (e.g., Ellingsen et al. 
2016; Sløk-Andersen 2018) However, we would argue that the soldiers’ experience of 
the Armed Forces contains a complex composition of aspects that derive in part from 
an institutional logic that emphasizes tradition, hierarchies and altruistic goals, but that 
is also the result of the young soldiers’ conscious reflexive considerations, where they 
prefer security and stability to the uncertainty that prevails on the civilian labor market. 
Many are thus prepared to sacrifice parts of their independence and scope of action in 
exchange for a safe and meaningful job.  

The Armed Forces as a salutogenic organization 

As we initially described in the present article, according to the Swedish Armed 
Forces (2012), the health situation in the Armed Forces is extremely good; sick leave 
absence among soldiers and marines in particular was a mere 0.7% for men and 
0.5% for women. According to sick leave statistics presented for all governmen-
tal agencies (The Swedish Agency for Public Management 2016), the Armed Forces 
have the lowest rating, 2.0%; this number includes non-military employees, who 
constitute about 25% of the total. However, the rate of sick leave among civilian 
employees, 3.5%, does not differ from that of other governmental agencies. In other 
words, the low absence due to sickness among military employees may be primarily 
attributable to factors other than the quality of the Armed Forces as an employer. 
The Armed Forces (2020) declared themselves that ‘the relatively low rate of sick-
ness leave is attributed to good working conditions, access to physical training dur-
ing work hours, high presence of and high trust in the supervisor, and the results of 
the selection process’. Life as a soldier or marine may therefore be characterized as 
salutogenic (health-promoting), that is, as helping people overcome hardships and 
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soldier’s self-image are a combat-oriented ideal of masculinity and that adaptation to 
this is necessary if one intends to make a career in the Armed Forces (e.g., Ellingsen et al. 
2016; Sløk-Andersen 2018) However, we would argue that the soldiers’ experience of 
the Armed Forces contains a complex composition of aspects that derive in part from 
an institutional logic that emphasizes tradition, hierarchies and altruistic goals, but that 
is also the result of the young soldiers’ conscious reflexive considerations, where they 
prefer security and stability to the uncertainty that prevails on the civilian labor market. 
Many are thus prepared to sacrifice parts of their independence and scope of action in 
exchange for a safe and meaningful job.  

The Armed Forces as a salutogenic organization 

As we initially described in the present article, according to the Swedish Armed 
Forces (2012), the health situation in the Armed Forces is extremely good; sick leave 
absence among soldiers and marines in particular was a mere 0.7% for men and 
0.5% for women. According to sick leave statistics presented for all governmen-
tal agencies (The Swedish Agency for Public Management 2016), the Armed Forces 
have the lowest rating, 2.0%; this number includes non-military employees, who 
constitute about 25% of the total. However, the rate of sick leave among civilian 
employees, 3.5%, does not differ from that of other governmental agencies. In other 
words, the low absence due to sickness among military employees may be primarily 
attributable to factors other than the quality of the Armed Forces as an employer. 
The Armed Forces (2020) declared themselves that ‘the relatively low rate of sick-
ness leave is attributed to good working conditions, access to physical training dur-
ing work hours, high presence of and high trust in the supervisor, and the results of 
the selection process’. Life as a soldier or marine may therefore be characterized as 
salutogenic (health-promoting), that is, as helping people overcome hardships and 
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extreme stress (e.g., Antonovsky 1996). Here, the SOC is particularly important. In 
the present study, we found that many interviewees showed signs of experiencing a 
high SOC.

The Armed Forces and the surrounding society

The structural and institutional conditions that cause young people to stay in the mili-
tary can be described in relation to tradition, stability, and clarity. In other words, the 
Armed Forces stand for something completely different: a structure and logic that dif-
fers from other activities in society. For many young adults, this option is attractive 
and, in some cases, liberating. The interviewed young people developed a high degree of 
emotional attachment and affective commitment to the organization relatively quickly. 
From a societal perspective, therefore, it can be argued that the Armed Forces and the 
institutional logic that characterizes this organization provide dimensions in life that 
many young people lack: structure, clarity, and cohesion. 

Therefore, the present study may be relevant from a broader perspective by giving 
rise to the following question: How do young adults relate to the conditions offered in 
different sectors of the labor market? More or less populist perspectives highlight the 
changing view of work and work ethics that characterize the generations born in the 
1980s and 1990s. There is a general view of a spoiled, selfish and project-oriented gener-
ation. However, there is relatively strong support for the argument that young adults are 
instead asking for meaningful and fulfilling work. For instance, Okay-Somerville et al. 
(2019) emphasized that career development and sense of meaning are important indica-
tors of whether young people feel satisfied in the workplace; in other words, meaningful-
ness provides an explanatory mechanism if we want to understand the relationship that 
develops between the individual and a particular workplace or profession. In the present 
study, we argue that the Armed Forces offer an alternative that generates what is often 
lacking on the civilian labor market. Therefore, the internal conversation the young 
soldiers and marines are having can be described as a negotiation between the struc-
tural conditions that characterize the Armed Forces as an organization, the internalized 
resources the young people have at their disposal, and the possible opportunities offered 
on the civilian labor market. This means that the negotiations the young people con-
ducted when they decided to stay in the Armed Forces are based on conscious reflexive 
considerations that involve a perception of the civilian labor market as unsatisfactory. 

Conclusions

In the present article, we have argued that the Armed Forces offer a work environment 
that is salutogenic in a number of ways. We can conclude that, for most of the interview-
ees, joining the military was a conscious choice. What was perceived as a meaningful 
mission, a safe job, and a clear organizational context played a role in strengthening the 
emotional and identity-enhancing bonds that developed in relation to the organization 
and the task. In light of the interviews conducted, we have concluded that, within the 
framework of the Armed Forces’ organizational and institutional logic, there are genera-
tive mechanisms that respond to the relatively basic needs of the young people who have 
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recently been hired. Of course, it is not possible to ignore the selection process that takes 
place when those who are later employed as soldiers undergo their basic training. The 
very fact of having been admitted to the undergraduate education presupposes both that 
the individual is healthy and relatively motivated. The selection then continues such that 
the most motivated and interested are offered employment. The group that is eventually 
employed is thus not comparable to the youth population in general. This may to some 
extent explain the positive image of the Armed Forces that emerges in the interviews, but 
it cannot fully explain the emerging experience of community and meaningfulness. The 
present analysis suggests rather that the desire to remain employed as a soldier or marine 
in the Swedish Army is based on a combination of individual and organizational factors. 
The selection process is one of them, but the sense of meaningfulness and organizational 
coherence are at least as important.

Reducing the explanation to a successful selection process, however, underestimates 
the salutogenic aspects. We should instead try to understand what happens when we 
use a multifactorial explanatory model that includes both selection processes and salu-
togenic organizational conditions. We therefore wish to argue that a number of genera-
tive mechanisms linked to the contextual conditions offered by the Armed Forces are 
relevant to take into consideration if we are to understand the processes that create this 
organizational coherence among soldiers and marines.

Further research

Note that most of the interviewees were rather recently employed at the time of the 
interviews and, thus, had only limited experience of the Armed Forces as an employer. 
In this connection, some pertinent questions are: To what extent do the immediately 
positive views of the military sustain over time? How will the development of individual 
and work-related push and pull factors, and the organizational commitment of newly 
employed soldiers and marines, affect their decisions to stay or to leave in the long run? 
Longitudinal studies are needed if we are to address these questions, and the results of 
such studies are likely to be of interest not only to the personnel management of the 
Armed Forces, but also to other employers and agencies dealing with recruitment of 
young adults and their socializing into working life. 
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