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Abstract 

 This thesis addresses issues regarding military conscription within the European 

geographic area. It reflects lengthy and complicated evolution of military conscription, as 

well as its use case and eventual suspension or abolishment as a military recruitment tool in 

a post-Cold war Europe up until this day. Thesis also addresses academic and non-academic 

debate related to conscription and its development, typology, use-cases while it tries to 

uncover and summarize principal reasons, why was the concept of military conscription 

abandoned. Furthermore, it tries to evaluate those reasons against the current state of security 

environment in Europe, compare them and based on that, answer the question whether the 

relevance of those reasons is still valid or not. Especially in relation to the fact, that some of 

the countries that abolished conscription in the past, are bringing it back in form of 

mandatory military or civilian service, contrary to above mentioned reasons. Thesis comes 

to conclusion, that the relevancy of the issues with conscription from the past are less 

relevant in current European security environment.  

Abstrakt 

Tato práce se zabývá problematikou povinné vojenské služby na území Evropy. 

Snaží se reflektovat její dlouhý a komplikovaný vývoj, využití a následné opuštění jakožto 

způsobu získávání rekrutů pro potřeby ozbrojených sil, a to zejména v období po skončení 

studené války do současnosti. Zabývá se akademickou i neakademickou debatou reflektující 

její vývoj, typologii, příklady a způsoby jejího využití a snaží se odhalit a kategorizovat 

důvody, kvůli kterým byl koncept povinné vojenské služby v Evropě opuštěn. Dále se snaží 

tyto důvody reflektovat se současným děním v evropském bezpečnostním prostoru, 

historicky je porovnat, a na základě toho odpovědět na otázku, zdali je jejich relevance stále 

taková, jaká byla v předchozích letech. A to zejména v souvislosti s tím, že v případě 

některých států došlo a dochází ke znovuobnovení povinné vojenské a civilní služby, 

navzdory těmto dříve akcentovaným důvodům. Práce dochází k závěru, že relevance dříve 

uváděných důvodů pro odstranění povinné vojenské služby, jsou v kontextu současné 

bezpečnostní situace méně relevantní, než byly dříve.   
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1 Introduction 

Military conscription (in its modern interpretation) is part of European military system 

for more than two hundred years. Ever since its generally perceived establishment at the end 

of 18th century in France, up until today, when some form of conscription is still widely used 

in number of countries either in Europe, or in the rest of the world. Through the decades, the 

conscription model evolved as did the environment of (not only) European international 

relations1 in reactions to internal and external factors such as occurrence of both World Wars 

and/or rise of communism. In the second half of 19th century, a lot of things began to change, 

especially in area of civil-military relations, and general atmosphere between European 

countries. Conscription model was no longer seen as an appropriate model of how to run 

armed forces and countries and their governments started with employment of different types 

of militaries, based on their specific and subjective needs and purposes. Conscription model 

was slowly (and partially) being replaced by “all-volunteer forces” (or AVF for future 

reference) model which appeared more appropriate for the post-Cold war era where most of 

European states completely redesigned the shape and form of their armed forces. In a last 

couple of years though, some countries brought the conscription model back and others are 

evaluating doing the same from number of various reasons. For some, the motives are more 

about socio-economic issues, for others, it’s strictly security-related. Generally speaking, the 

attitude towards conscription changed during last couple of years and whether it was due to 

shift in European security environment (after annexation of Crimean Peninsula for instance), 

or because of societal reasons in certain states (for example, effort to strengthen the 

relationship of youth with the country), it’s definitely visible phenomenon across the Europe.  

Main goal of this thesis is to offer complex overview of military conscription in Europe, 

its development within last four or five decades, the associated debate in academia and non-

academic space, as well as to overview practical implications of development of European 

security environment on the armed forces. Ever since the end of the Cold War, importance 

of maintaining mass-army type of armed forces based on mandatory military service has 

been decreasing from number of various reasons. Purpose of this thesis is to explore those 

reasons and find out, what’s their relevance in current day. During the last couple of years, 

 

1 For purpose of this thesis, Europe as a region is defined as the point of interest 
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debate about conscription began to resonate once again and, in some cases, compulsory 

military service was brought back. Did the original arguments against the conscription were 

not valid? Or what exactly have changed that the countries, that at one point of time 

abolished conscription for good, are now considering bringing it back? What sparked the 

interest in this, by some, archaic and non-effective tool for building up the armed forces? 

Those questions seem to be quite important considering the fact, that within last couple of 

years, widespread debate about conscription started to be active again.  

 Those are also the questions that formulate general research question of this thesis, 

which is about the relevancy of reasons that stood behind the decision of abolishing military 

conscription in the current state of European security and socio-political environment  

 To find an answer to this question, first part of the thesis will be dedicated to thorough 

overview of debate about military (and eventually non-military) conscription. This form of 

discourse analysis will explore the foundation of modern military conscription in European 

context, as well as it’s going to offer the knowledge-base and theoretical framework for 

following chapters. Debate about military conscription, its development and evolution has 

been very rich, especially because of the end of the Cold war and immediate shift in the 

security environment (not only) in Europe. Main objective of the discourse analysis and 

associated review of the literature is assessment of most common negative attributes of 

conscription, that led to it being phased out and also to offer present and up to date 

information about current use of conscription in contemporary Europe. Second part of the 

thesis will focus on case-study approach of four different countries, that in their past returned 

to conscription, or are in a preparation of doing so. Findings from first section of the thesis 

will be applied on the cases of those four countries, which should produce clear result about 

the relevancy of the findings.  

 Topic of contemporary conscription offers great deal of relevancy as it’s something 

that’s been happening lately and conscription is still influencing lives of thousands of people 

in Europe. From historical perspective, conscription debate in the 1990s and 2000s was very 

active and authors managed to describe and explain their points thoroughly. More recent 

development hasn’t been subject of academic discussion that much, thus the potential 

conclusions might not be very clear-cut and tested. Current development of conscription is 

way to present to offer objective evaluation. That would be possible in years to come.  
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2 Conceptual and theoretical framework 

This chapter serves as a basis for this thesis as it contains core knowledge, that will be 

built upon further in the text. Before moving on into the theoretical section itself, it’s 

necessary to establish and explain fundamental concepts that will appear in the thesis, as 

well as review the used literature and briefly but thoroughly cover the current state of affairs 

of military conscription in Europe.  

2.1 What is (military) conscription? 

This thesis is focused on issues regarding concept of military conscription. 

Conscription could be explained by number of different definitions, but as it developed 

through the years, so did the definition itself, thus it’s difficult to find one fitting and exact 

explanation of this concept. As the very first definition of modern military conscription can 

be considered the one by Jean Jacques Rousseau, who wrote in 1772 that national defense 

could only be ensured in state where “it was the duty of all citizens to serve as soldiers”.2 

It’s basically form of social contract between the state and its citizens, that’s still anchored 

in laws of many countries to this day, although it’s not being actively enforced anymore 

(with exception of states that still use conscription).3 The original (strictly military) 

conscription could be explained as “a personnel procurement method wherein a ruling 

authority selects individuals for compulsory military service”.4 This explanation does not 

hold its accuracy in contemporary world as a current form of conscription service can 

possibly include services outside of the military, within the civilian sector, while still 

providing form of national service by the conscripts. Slightly updated definition of 

conscription, that considers evolution and development in this field, could state that 

conscription can be “used for many other purposes than to mobilize military forces for the 

defense of the state – to mix groups of the population, for instance, and thereby create a 

common national identity”.5 

 

 

2 Jorgensen, H.J, Breitenbauch, H.O. (2009) What if we gave up conscription? p. 6 

3 Kosnik, M. (2017). Conscription in the twenty-first century: Do reinforcements equal security? p. 457 

4 Hadass, Y. S. (2004). On the Causes of Military Conscription, p. 2 

5 Jorgensen, H.J, Breitenbauch, H.O. (2009) What if we gave up conscription? p. 7 
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2.2 Types of military conscription 

Conscription as itself is somewhat broad concept, that can be deployed in a number of 

specific ways. As the model evolved in time, its function was also influenced by a large 

number of variables that can be characteristic for specific countries. Because of that, there 

were multiple attempts of classifications of types of conscript forces. For the context of this 

thesis and for greater understanding of the topic, some of the models are explained below.  

Generally, conscription could by divided by the way the conscripts are drafted – 

universal and selective conscription. Universal conscription means, that everyone from 

youth cohort, that’s eligible for the draft, is expected to serve (objectors aside). Universal 

conscription was prevalent in the past, when conscription used to be main tool for populating 

the armed forces with sufficient number of personnel. In selective conscription, the youth 

cohort only serves as a pool of theoretically available manpower, but the selection process 

(influenced by state policies, monetary and budgetary reasons, capacity requirements etc.) 

filters some part of it and the only a proportion of the whole group is actually taken into the 

service. Both of those types have their own issues that in many cases led to complete 

restructuring of states’ armed forces, as it’s explored in following sections of this thesis.  

Karl W. Haltiner in his paper from 1998 (which will be discussed further again in 

following sections) came with the three different types of conscript forces, based on the 

research he has done regarding future and potential phasing out of conscription at the end of 

1990s, and quantifiable metrics such as CR – Conscript ratio.6,7 In his typology, he came up 

with classification of Types 0-III, while Type 0 being military using all-volunteer forces 

model. Type I represented militaries with CR below 50%, which means that the conscripts 

make up only minor portion in the total number of personnel in the armed forces. He called 

this a “pseudo-conscript model”.8 Type II represented armed forces with CR between 50 and 

67%, where the majority of military personnel comes from conscription and the rest is filled 

up by volunteers. This model is also called as a “soft-core conscript forces” and was the most 

prevalent one within the Western Europe during the Cold War.9 Type III was last and it 

 

6 Ratio between conscript part of military forces compared to the professional personnel.  

7 Haltiner K.W. (1998) The Decline of the European Mass Armies, p. 16-17 

8 Ibid, p. 16 

9Haltiner K.W. (1998) The Decline of the European Mass Armies, p. 16-17 
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represented armed forces with CR bigger than 67%, which in practice means, that those 

armed forces relied mostly (or fully) on conscription. As those so called “hard-core 

conscription forces” could be considered armed forces of for example Finland or Greece 

(until 1995) or East block militaries.10 The historical development showcased the trend of 

easing-up the conscription systems and moving from the Type III to Types II, I or even 0 

thus (eventually) phasing out the conscription permanently (in most of the cases).  

Another attempt at conscription-classification came from Henning Sorensen, who 

came up with his “DDD-model” for Scandinavian countries. By his classification, primary 

use case for conscript forces can be either on the national level or on the international level. 

The first usage is further divided into two groups, where there’s non-military use of conscript 

forces (Democracy) serving as civil-military relations improvement or public service in form 

of education (Norway), and military use of conscript forces (Deterrence, Sweden). On the 

international level, the use case of conscripts is revolving around their deployment and 

participation in number of civil or military missions abroad (Deployment, Denmark). 11 

Military conscription is not the only way citizens are able to fulfill their national 

service as some countries also offer civilian (non-military) service. This option serves as an 

alternative for those who can’t (conscientious objectors) or simply don’t want to be involved 

with the armed forces from various reasons. Types of civilian service vary, but the state 

usually regulates where can citizens apply to based on the areas in public sector, that needs 

additional manpower. Length of the service and general requirements between civilian and 

military service vary as well as in some cases, civilian service could be a bit longer and is 

also available for women. Conditions are different from state to state though, more on that 

in section about current state of affairs.  

2.3 Literature review 

Evolution of military conscription (and later-on of its civilian alternative) has been 

thoroughly observed and explained through the years. Discussions regarding potential end 

of conscription system began to appear during the second half of 20th century, as number of 

 

10 Haltiner K.W. (1998) The Decline of the European Mass Armies, p. 17 

11 Sorensen, H. (2000), Conscription in Scandinavia During the Last Quarter Century: Developments and 

Arguments, p. 326 
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European states progressively explored other kinds of military services. France, the nation 

that brought us modern military conscription at the end of 18th century, decided to abolish it 

altogether in 2002.12 But France was definitely not the first European state that ended its 

conscription military as some countries started with the shift towards AVF model in the 

1950s. Following section will explore subset of conscription-related literature that’s been 

published and in last couple of years/decades and is somewhat relevant to the topic of this 

thesis. As it was mentioned above, review of literature will be lined up chronologically (apart 

from one updated and re-written article), as it makes more sense in a way of keeping the 

continuity and development of discourse more or less intact. It’s also necessary to take the 

face value of contained information with regards to the year the article was published.  

First appearances of thoughts and ideas about possible substitution of conscription, 

that could be considered relevant for this specific thesis, began to came forward back in the 

1970s, with the sociological theory about the “decline of mass army”, that was carefully 

analyzed by the likes of Morris Janowitz (1972), Jacques van Doorn (1975), Gwyn Harries-

Jenkins (1973) and others.13 This debate was revolving around the principles that argued that 

“enormous economic productivity and the high living standards in industrialized modern 

societies are based on continuously increasing degree of functional division of labor and 

professional specialization. The driving forces of this process are technological progress 

and market penetration into all spheres of life and society, which imply an increasing degree 

of individualization and normative pluralization as well as the decreasing importance of 

traditional values and an erosion of the norm of compulsory military service”.14 This theory 

also contained ideas about the aspect of modernization and further increasing demands on 

skillset and specializations of “modern soldiers”, thus making the armed forces leaner, 

consisted of mostly professionally-trained personnel.15 On behalf of this discourse, many 

scholars and experts followed up on it in the 1990s as the model of conscript military have 

actually began to be phased away in a much larger scale. They were trying to find the reasons 

 

12 Haltiner K.W. (1998) The Decline of the European Mass Armies, p. 7 

13 Ibid, p. 8 

14 Burk, J.  (1992) The decline of mass armed forces and compulsory military service, p. 47 

15 Haltiner K.W. (1998) Definite end of the mass army in western Europe? p. 8 
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why it was happening, what and who was the initiator of this change and for what countries 

this is actually convenient and logical step forward, and for which it’s not.  

One of the many authors that contributed to the discussion was Karl. W. Haltiner, who 

in his article from 1998 argues about what caused the slow shift from conscription to more 

relevant (or fitting) all-volunteer forces model. Haltiner follows the thoughts of decline of 

mass army theory as he argues, that the shift from conscription to all-volunteer forces model 

reflect the change in society and economy. He argues, that as military systems get more 

complex and require higher degree of specialization, structure of military itself changes as 

well. From mass-army type conscription forces, that are usually vast in numbers, to leaner, 

but much more focused and specialized armed forces that slowly turn into fully professional 

mode of operation.16 The most important contribution to the topic of phasing out military 

conscription, comes from his empirical analysis of reasons why it’s happening and based on 

the results, he’s also predicting the future development. His dataset included 15 European 

countries, and based on number of different structural indicators analyzed through the time 

period of more than 20 years, he came with the conclusion that the concept of conscript 

military will slowly decay. The reasons for that differ – from general disinterest in armed 

forces by citizens to continuous decrease of amount of personnel necessary to do the job.17 

Haltiner also came to the conclusion, that principal reason for this shift is more security 

related, rather than socio-economic related. According to his findings, end of the Cold War 

and countries’ membership within the NATO are more relevant reasons for abolishing 

conscription. On the other hand, states, that are outside of NATO structures, or are dealing 

with any form of territorial conflicts, will differ and will keep conscription service within 

their military system.18 Besides his empirical analysis, that cleared some unproven related 

hypothesis from the past, Haltiner’s article also brings useful classification of different 

conscription models, that were (and still are) in use.19 And as it turned out, his prediction 

about post-2000 development of conscription employment turned out to be mostly correct 

as well. Haltiner published updated version of above-mentioned article in 2006, in which he 

 

16 Haltiner K.W. (1998) Definite end of the mass army in western Europe? p. 8 

17 Ibid. p. 32 

18 Ibid, p. 33 

19 Ibid, p. 33-34 
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incorporated new findings and up-to date data regarding his prior study. This article is 

mentioned below as well.  

Similar insight and enrichment of the topic brought H. Sorensen with his essay from 

2000, where he focused on conscription in specific Scandinavian countries (Denmark, 

Sweden and Norway). Those countries held similar stance towards conscription through 

most of 19th and 20th century, but in a last 50 years, their use of and attitude towards this 

concept changed dramatically, but eventually, the outcome is similar for all of them. 

Denmark, Sweden and Norway were quite progressive with their evolution of conscription, 

as they established certain form of militia system after the 2nd World War (National Home 

Guards), that was in in use besides standard (voluntary-based) enlistment. Scandinavian 

countries were also first that divided conscription service to military and civilian in 1970s.20 

Sorensen in his article tried to analyze past development of conscription, similarly as 

Haltiner, based on number of socio-economic markers (demography, economy, organization 

and personnel), and based on that, predict the future development in respective countries. 

His article brought two important conclusions to the table. First one was, that according to 

the data, even in this specific region, usability of conscription service is slowly decreasing, 

though the reasons why vary from state to state.21 Explanation of that lies within the 

differences of use of conscript forces. In order to understand that, Sorensen came up with 

his form of classification of conscription forces – known as DDD model (Democracy, 

Deterrence, Deployment abroad) which thoroughly explains how and what is each state 

using its conscription forces for. Democracy and deterrence reasons are focused on national 

level, while deployment is aimed towards international efforts through coalition such as 

NATO. 22 The use case of conscripts heavily influences the stance towards conscript military 

as in some cases, it’s more important for the military itself (deployment abroad – Denmark, 

mainland security – Sweden), than in others (democracy – Norway). He predicted that 

conscription in Scandinavian countries will actually remain, but the scale and form of it will 

differ based on distinctive needs of each state.23 

 

20 Sorensen, H. (2000), Conscription in Scandinavia During the Last Quarter Century: Developments and 

Arguments, p. 314 

21 Ibid, p. 331 

22 Ibid, p. 326 

23 Ibid, p. 331 
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Further elaborating on topic of phasing out conscription in Europe were Christopher 

Jehn and Zachary Selden, in their article from 2002, that offers a general overview of state 

of affairs at that time period. They follow the previous discussion regarding the subject, but 

counter with the argument, that attitude towards conscription in Europe might follow similar 

tendencies in general, but the underlying reasons of phasing it out cannot be strictly separated 

to one specific issue over another. They say, that “… each country is responding to its place 

in the current international environment and the constraints of its political system”.24 

Authors argued, that phasing out conscription is eventually a political decision, that just 

might be influenced by different types of arguments whether they are economical, security 

related or else. With that said, they also tried to find some patterns in recent development of 

phasing out conscription in Europe. Exploring the dataset of 28 European countries and 

examining their future plans regarding form and structure of their armed forces, authors 

came following conclusions. States that were in process of abolishing conscription military 

did it either because they no longer needed the amount of personnel that was produced by 

conscription system and/or the decreasing number of required personnel brought up 

significant issues with selective conscription.25 There were other minor and related reasons 

as well, those will be further elaborated in next chapter. For the states that were using 

conscription forces (in 2000), they either planned eventual phase out – due to downsizing of 

military, modernizations, NATO membership etc., or keeping it – countries outside NATO 

umbrella, states with militia-based militaries and heavy tradition of conscription 

(Scandinavia), states that used conscription as a pool for labor (Germany).26 Authors 

correctly predicted the upcoming end of conscription in post-communist countries, mostly 

due to compatibility with NATO and future international cooperation within new types of 

missions and operations.27 Authors conclude that the debate about phasing out conscription 

in Europe is mostly driven by arguments regarding political and security reasons as well as 

military capabilities of armed forces, rather than economic aspects which were being 

somewhat ignored or at least sidelined.28 

 

24 Jehn C. and Selden, Z. (2002), The end of Conscription in Europe? p. 94 

25 Ibid, p. 95 

26 Ibid, p. 96-97 

27 Ibid, p. 98 

28 Ibid, op. 99 
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Yael Hadass in his paper “On the causes of military conscription” tried to elaborate 

on why some countries choose the conscription, contrary to others, who employ all-volunteer 

force model. What are the factors influencing this decision? He’s approaching the topic from 

two completely different perspectives – focusing on the supply of young males and the 

perception of military threat, thus providing us with another useful point of view regarding 

this debate. Due to nature of this thesis, most interesting pieces of information from this 

paper are the ones regarding the relationship between supply of young males and potential 

of military threat towards utilization of conscription or AVF. Among other things, author 

found out, that “countries with a higher share of young males are more likely to conscript” 

for instance as a tool for solving unemployment.29 This social aspect of conscription has 

been discussed together with another social-related point, which is supply of (relatively 

cheap) manpower and skilled workers who would otherwise never joined the armed forces. 

Paper also contains valuable information about economic of conscription, which has been 

major point of discussion in relation to the conscription vs. all-volunteer forces model.  

Very valuable insight to the topic could be found in complex research paper about shift 

from conscription forces to AVF model in Netherlands from 2005. This paper offers great 

deal of information mostly because its case-study deep dive approach into the process of 

abolishing the draft in one specific country. Authors thoroughly described the process of 

professionalization of Netherlands’ armed forces. They cite number of reasons why was 

conscription let go, such as decreasing public support, continuous reduction of size of armed 

forces, incompatibility with modern military missions and operations, as well as increasing 

demands on general skillset of modern soldier, that would have to work with technologically 

advanced equipment – which standard conscript soldier would not know how to do 

(efficiently enough).30 They carefully explain the whole process of transition, listing all 

challenges government had to deal with through the years since 1991 up until 2003. Such as 

accepting the fact that expeditionary-focused military might be perfectly fit for peacekeeping 

missions, not that much for national defense.31 It’s important to mention that conscription 

was not fully abolished in Netherlands, but only suspended, so it could be brought back in 

 

29 Hadass, Y. S. (2004). On the Causes of Military Conscription, p. 19 

30 Moelker, R. and Olsthoorn, P. and Bos-Bakx, M and Soeters, J. (2006). From Conscription to Expeditionary 

Armed Forces: Trends in the professionalization of the Royal Netherlands Armed Forces, p. 11-12 

31 Ibid, p. 14-15 
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case of serious national emergency.32 This stance towards conscription applies for most of 

European countries, that made the same decision to replace conscription with AVF model.  

 Cindy Williams’ article from 2005 is another overview and summary of process of 

phasing out conscription in Europe. It follows and further develop the discussion and once 

again, analyzes the root causes for the shift, as well as some issues that came with it. This 

analysis serves also as a comparison with the United States, where similar process happened 

during 1960s and 1970s.33 Williams offers interesting views on “transition issues” related 

with shift towards AVF model such as practical problems with downsizing of military, 

economic competitiveness towards the labor market, and problems with attracting adequate 

recruits.34 It’s interesting to note that Williams’ also mentions the lack of economic-related 

arguments in the European debate about abolishing conscription, compared to the case of 

USA.35 The list of main reasons for abolishing the draft in the European context follows the 

previous debate (end of the Cold War, shift in military operations, down-sizing of the armed 

forces and lowering the numbers of needed conscripts).  

 Little bit different approach to the topic had Timothy Edmunds in his article from 

2006, where he tried to explore the changes armed forces are facing in general. Specifically, 

the diversion from primarily territory-defense objectives towards force projection abroad 

through more skilled, effective and more technologically advanced armed forces, in face of 

completely new security challenges and increasing involvement with domestic issues.36 This 

article offers deeper, theoretical insight into the issue of changing European military, that 

was in the transition from conscription to AVF. Author again emphasizes that end of Cold 

War was one of three major reasons why states had to reconsider and restructure their armed 

forces. The other two reasons being immediate shift of roles of military in relation to their 

new purposes and tasks (peacekeeping, peacemaking, expeditions) and newly (re)discovered 

 

32 Moelker, R. and Olsthoorn, P. and Bos-Bakx, M and Soeters, J. (2006). From Conscription to Expeditionary 

Armed Forces: Trends in the professionalization of the Royal Netherlands Armed Forces, p. 12 

33 Williams, C. (2005). FROM CONSCRIPTS TO VOLUNTEERS: NATO’s Transitions to All-Volunteer 

Forces, p. 36 

34 Ibid, p. 44-48 

35 Ibid, p. 38 

36 Edmunds, T. (2006). What Are Armed Forces For? The Changing Nature of Military Roles in Europe, p. 

1059 
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purpose of fighting against (global) terrorism.37 Although Edmunds does not explicitly talk 

about conscription, his description of changes that European armed forces went through, 

with respect to their new tasks, describe perfectly why states had to make the switch. He 

then proceeds to explore what are the actual roles European armed forces are faced against 

and describe them thoroughly (expeditionary war-fighting, peacekeeping, internal security, 

nation building). With comparison to the other texts above or below, Edmunds article is 

somewhat different with its framing and stance towards the issue. But at the same time, it 

confirms the general narrative describing the changes (of the military) and reasons why they 

are happening.  

 Karl W. Haltiner in 2006 updated and enlarged his above-mentioned article from 

1998, as almost 10 years of development offered number of valuable lessons learned about 

the state of European armed forces and their transition from mass-army (and usually) 

conscription-based types, to all-volunteer force models. After evaluating the new data and 

taking up to date development into consideration, he confirmed his previous assumptions 

about the shift from conscription to all-volunteer based armed forces in (Western) European 

countries. The Military Participation Ratio of youth cohort has been still in decline, general 

militarization of Europe has been reducing as well. The reasons for abolishing the 

conscription from the end of 1990s are still relevant 10 year later and, in many cases, their 

relevance is even higher (new types of conflicts, deployments abroad, lack of existential 

threat from near vicinity, higher degree of specialization and modernization of armed forces 

etc.). Generally speaking, from the dataset he used, the most prevalent reasons for the shift 

from conscription to AVF are security reasons (end of the Cold War) and technical reasons 

(new mission types for military, peacekeeping and peacemaking).38 He concludes that “… 

the combination of being a member in defense and political alliances and of being far from 

direct national military threat and of participating frequently in international missions 

facilitates the abolishment of conscription and the change of army format into a force with 

no or with merely a low degree of nonvoluntary military personnel”. 39 The examples of 

countries that lies outside of this frame are Finland (which is sporting the hard-core 

 

37 Edmunds, T. (2006). What Are Armed Forces For? The Changing Nature of Military Roles in Europe, p. 

1062-1063 

38 Haltiner K.W. (2006) The Decline of the European Mass Armies, p. 381-383 

39 Ibid, p. 383 
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conscription forces, due to them not being in NATO and sharing border with Russia), Greece 

and Turkey (who were and still are involved in territorial conflicts) and Switzerland (with 

its strong militia tradition and also lack of NATO membership). 

 Very interesting study that’s essential for understanding this topic, and that also 

offers additional insight to the problematic, came from Denmark in 2009. Authors conducted 

research study, that analyzed experience with suspending conscription from countries, that 

did so in previous years. Namely France, Slovakia, Netherlands and Latvia. This article is 

significant as it considers broader impact of suspension/abolition of conscription, instead of 

focusing on raw statistical data, without further context. Authors initially describe the 

conscription system Denmark was using, such as how the selection process worked, what 

were the conscripts used for and how expensive they were.40 Main purpose of conscription 

in Denmark, was, contrary to other states, using it as a recruitment tool for professional part 

of armed forces and secondly, to serve as  tool for mobilization of conscripts for purposes of 

National defense, in cases of urgent crisis.41 But as it turned out, demands on professional 

part of the army, related to their international missions and NATO obligations, were raising 

rapidly, thus requiring more material support. Because of that, conscription in Denmark was 

cut down, number of people and duration of their training was reduced, so the released 

resources could be used for acquisition of new and modern equipment for professional part 

of military, that served abroad.42 Authors went through complex explanation of each state 

background, that was relevant to their state of armed forces pre-conscription suspension. 

Specific chapter is dedicated to the understanding of why the states did it and what did they 

expect from it. Once again, general arguments are revolving around strengthening the 

military for operations abroad, improving soldier’s skillset that they would be able to operate 

modern weapon systems, reduced possibility of direct military threat and finally, issues 

concerning unfairness of the whole selection system that would discriminate selected 

conscripts.43 This study offers deep insight into the problematic, focused on four selected 

countries and their experience. Generally speaking, the main concerns and reasons for 

 

40 Jorgensen, H.J, Breitenbauch, H.O. (2009) What if we gave up conscription? p. 9-10 

41 Ibid, p. 10-11 

42 Ibid.  

43 Jorgensen, H.J, Breitenbauch, H.O. (2009) What if we gave up conscription? p. 23 



 

15 

suspending conscription are very similar to those, mentioned in other literature. These form 

a strong base of arguments, that are usually used, and will be constructed into theoretical 

framework in following chapter.  

In 2009, Karl W. Haltiner together with Tibor S. Tresch expanded on the conscription 

debate with their thesis about why was the conscription model abandoned, specifically why 

was conscription unsuitable for modern type of armed forces – expeditionary forces (or so-

called constabulary forces), and new tasks those were facing. Authors are explaining the loss 

of interest in conscription based on vertical 3-step scale where at the top (strategic level), 

they talk about multinational character of international missions, which usually require 

higher degree of interoperability, standardization and professionalization of the participating 

nations not only on headquarters level, but also in the field. In the middle (operational level), 

they mention new types of threats and military missions that requires much higher degree of 

stand-by readiness, deploy-ability and sustainability over time. At the bottom (individual 

level), states simply weren’t able to compel the conscripts to participate in missions abroad, 

as it was mentioned multiple times above. 44 

 Because of all those issues, European states were simply forced to make changes in 

their armed forces, so they could comply with newly established threats, mission types and 

requirements made by (not only) NATO. Within the same article, the duo of authors also 

offered their look at the conscription phase-out timeline in Europe, where they established 

three distinctive “reform waves” based on the events they covered in their specific time 

periods. The downsizing wave is self-explanatory and according to authors it lasted from 

1990 to 1995. It was followed by wave of Peace-intervention-driven professionalization that 

lasted from 1995 to 2001 and finally, the wave of Consolidation of the strategic change since 

2001 onwards.45 During those waves, the armed forces in European countries (and in some 

 

44 Haltiner. K.W., Tresch, T.S. (2009), From Conscription-based Defense to Volunteer-based Constabulary 

Forces, p. 40-41 

45 Jorgensen, H.J, Breitenbauch, H.O. (2009) What if we gave up conscription? p. 23 

45 Haltiner. K.W., Tresch, T.S. (2009), From Conscription-based Defense to Volunteer-based Constabulary 

Forces, p. 45-47 
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cases, even outside of this region) went through massive changes so they would comply with 

modern use cases resulting from NATO (or EU, PfP46) membership.47 

 One of the more up-to date articles regarding conscription in Europe was written by 

Matthias Bieri in 2015, where he discussed cause for potentially the most significant shift in 

European security environment, that had effect on how states perceived their armed forces – 

Russia’s annexation of Crimea and following conflict in Ukraine. He raised the question 

whether the recent events might bring conscription back, as up until 2013, 24 European 

countries abolished (or suspended) it. Russia’s intervention in eastern Ukraine could 

potentially play a role of a catalyst that sparked the debate about usefulness of conscription 

in modern day. Author has number of specific examples that could support this assumption, 

as he points to the Ukraine and Lithuania, where the conscription was actually brought back. 

Back in the 2015, the debate about re-instating of conscription also took place in Sweden, 

France, Poland, Italy and even an UK.48 

 One of the more recent articles involving conscription in European area was 

published in 2017 and written by Matthew Kosnik. He reflects the development that led to 

suspension of conscription in vast majority of European countries, while focusing on 

Germany and Norway as those two states went in a completely different way – Germany 

abolished conscription in favor of all-volunteer forces model, while Norway enhanced the 

draft at the background of its slight shift in defense strategy.49 Author argues, that it was 

Norway and its decision from 2013, that could potentially mark a new direction some states 

might decide to investigate, after more than two decades long process of restructuring the 

armed forces and getting rid of conscription. With the most recent security-related 

developments in mind (Russia, Crimea), some states that could be potentially facing similar 

kind of threat might be revisiting its stance towards conscription.50 Kosnik also argues that 

the trend of down-sizing and making armed forces more specialized and focused on specific 

tasks led to the issue of overstretching, where the forces are capable of deploying abroad, 

 

46 Partnership for Peace, NATO security program established in 1994 

47 Haltiner. K.W., Tresch, T.S. (2009), From Conscription-based Defense to Volunteer-based Constabulary 

Forces, p. 47 

48 Bieri, M. (2015) Military Conscription in Europe: New Relevance, p. 1-2 

49 Kosnik, M. (2017). Conscription in the twenty-first century: Do reinforcements equal security? p. 457 

50 Ibid. p. 457 
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but are lacking in capability of providing domestic defense tasks. This realization led to 

slight shift in defense policy and long-term planning of some countries, e.g. Poland and 

Lithuania 51 Author explains in detail how is the Norway using its conscript forces and what 

is the rationale behind that. Combination of relatively small total population, potential 

geopolitical threats on its borders, the burden of NATO’s “northern flank” but also socio-

economic motives led to the maintenance of heavily modified conscription that’s very 

selective in the recruitment process, but still manages to fulfill the role of the backbone of 

professional armed forces.52 

 Joeri Rongé and Giulia Abrate offer one of the most recent overviews of conscription, 

considering the security development in Europe within the last couple of years. Their paper 

from the second half of 2019 reflects on the situation EU, and European countries in general, 

face today and what’s the development in conscription debate going to shape in a future. 

Authors evaluates the historical development of conscription in EU and asses the state the 

conscription is nowadays. They round up the discussion about conscription that happened 

up until this point and explain the motivations and reasonings of states that still maintain the 

draft even to this day. Apart from reviewing and explaining the past, they also offer a view 

to the future in a way where they try to come up with some form of conscription, that would 

be more useful and efficient in current day and age, where general military conscription is 

not perceived very well (apart from Scandinavian and couple of other countries). Mainly, 

they talk about new shapes of National/Civil service that could interest citizens that does not 

necessarily wants to serve in the military, and Resilience training/national defense courses, 

which could have form of more laid back educational courses for young people, that would 

focus on general knowledge about potential threats and issues such as natural disasters, 

occurrence of hybrid means of war and would generally improve preparedness and self-

sufficiency of citizens, that would be less dependent on governmental help in cases of sudden 

emergencies – prime example of this being Latvia and their “total defense” policy that led 

to defense-related courses being taught at schools. 53 Something vaguely similar occurred in 

Sweden in 2018, when the government sent out pamphlets called “If Crisis or War Comes” 

 

51 Kosnik, M. (2017). Conscription in the twenty-first century: Do reinforcements equal security? p. 458 

52 Ibid. p. 463 

53 Rongé, J. and Abrate, G. (2019). Conscription in the European Union: Armed forces, national trends, benefits 

and EU modernised service, p. 18-19 
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to all the households in Sweden, with an intention of spreading the knowledge about how to 

handle crisis situations from individual, family or society perspective.54 In the last section of 

their paper, authors work with (some would say idealistic and unreal) idea of European Army 

and they propose new type of European Union Service, that would have a similar form as 

Erasmus program, but it would be focused on military or civilian field. Despite being nicely 

written, the idea relies heavily on something that’s currently highly unrealistic and out of the 

table of discussion anyway. If the EU eventually manages to overcome the issues it has today 

and achieve far greater deal of integration, idea of common European Army might be 

possible and something like European Union Service might be a future. At this point though, 

it’s just an idea without much of a likelihood of materializing.  

 

2.4 Current state of affairs 

At the time of writing this thesis (middle of 2020), number of European countries still 

maintain certain form of military conscription. Some form of conscription is still being used 

in only 8 out of 28 EU countries, such as Denmark, Finland, Sweden, Austria, Cyprus, 

Estonia, Greece and Lithuania. Outside of the EU, but still within the European area and 

with some form of conscription in use are Norway, Switzerland, Turkey… At the same time, 

some other countries are evaluating possible re-introduction of conscription. General 

overview of the European states can be seen in a table below.  

States that still maintain conscription, or even those that has decided to bring the draft 

back, could be divided into three groups based on the general motives that stood behind this 

decision. First larger group contains countries that are facing external threat (potentially 

dangerous neighbor) and considering the conflict on the Crimean Peninsula, they’ve decided 

strengthen their armed forces and project their willingness to defend the country by doing 

so. Among those countries are Estonia, Lithuania, Finland, Sweden, Norway, Ukraine and 

to some degree even Greece and Cyprus, as they face the more and more aggressive 

Turkey.55 Second group contains states that holds some form of neutrality, such as absence 

 

54 Hultqvist, P. (2019). Total Defense – an interview with Swedish Minister of Defense. PRISM, Vol. 8, No. 2, 

p. 146 

55 Rongé, J. and Abrate, G. (2019). Conscription in the European Union: Armed forces, national trends, benefits 

and EU modernised service, p. 7 
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from NATO or EU (or both). This applies to Finland, Austria and Sweden as non-NATO 

members56, but also Norway as non-EU member and Switzerland as a totally neutral country 

in this regard. Countries that stands outside of some military alliance have to feature larger 

and more self-sufficient militaries as they can’t that easily rely on immediate outside help in 

terms of self-defense. Interesting fact about Austria, that could support this notion is the fact, 

that the Austrians voted in favor of maintaining conscription in public referendum in 2013, 

with almost 60% of the voters that supported the draft.57  Last group, that can also be called 

“the Nordic group” as it contains all Scandinavian countries, contains states with strong and 

traditional use of conscription – Norway, Sweden, Finland and Denmark. Those four 

countries still maintain conscription (Sweden brought it back in 2017) and have their military 

doctrines based around that.58 General overview of European states and their stance towards 

conscription is below. 

Table 1: List of European countries and the type of military they’ve been using (end of 2019)59 60: 

Country  

(NATO/EU membership) 

Type of military 

(conscription ended in) 

Note 

Albania (NATO) AVF  

Austria (EU) Conscription Military (6 months) and public (9 months) 

service, males obliged 

Belgium (NATO and EU) AVF (1992)  

Bosnia-Herzegovina AVF  

Bulgaria (NATO and EU) AVF (2008)  

 

56 Cyprus, Ireland and Malta aside 

57 Austrians vote to keep compulsory military service. BBC. [online] 20.1.2013 [cit. 15.4.2020]. Available 

from: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-21110431 

58 Rongé, J. and Abrate, G. (2019). Conscription in the European Union: Armed forces, national trends, benefits 

and EU modernised service, p. 8 

59 The Military Balance 2020, International Institute for Strategy Studies 

60 Rongé, J. and Abrate, G. (2019). Conscription in the European Union: Armed forces, national trends, benefits 

and EU modernised service, p. 4-7 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-21110431


 

20 

Croatia (NATO and EU) AVF (2008) Voluntary military conscription service (8 

weeks) 

Cyprus (EU) Conscription Military service (14-24 months), males 

obliged 

Czech Republic (NATO and 

EU) 

AVF (2004)  

Denmark (NATO and EU) Conscription Lottery/mostly voluntary-based system, 

military and public service, 4-12 months, 

males obliged, women may participate 

Estonia (NATO and EU) Conscription Military service (8 to 11 months), males 

obliged, women may participate 

Finland (EU) Conscription Military (6-12 months) and civil (12 months) 

service, males obliged, women may 

participate 

France (NATO and EU) AVF (1997) Reinstating of civilian service planned for 

2021 

Germany (NATO and EU) AVF (2011) Discussions about reinstating ongoing 

Greece (NATO and EU) Conscription Military (9-12 months) or civilian (15 

months) service, males obliged 

Hungary (NATO and EU) AVF (2004)  

Iceland (NATO AVF Only coastguard service of approx. 250 

members 

Ireland (EU) AVF Conscription never existed in Ireland 

Italy (NATO and EU) AVF (2005)  
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Latvia (NATO and EU) AVF (2007) Educational “Total Defense” project 

ongoing since 2017 

Lithuania (NATO and EU) Conscription Reinstated in 2015, military service (9 

months), males (19-26 years old) obliged 

Luxembourg (NATO and EU) AVF (1967)  

Malta (EU) AVF Conscription never existed in Malta 

Montenegro (NATO) AVF  

North Macedonia (NATO) AVF  

Netherlands (NATO and EU) AVF (1996)  

Norway (NATO) Conscription Military (up to 19 months) and public 

service, man and women (since 2015) 

eligible 

Poland (NATO and EU) AVF (2009)  

Portugal (NATO and EU) AVF (2004)  

Romania (NATO and EU) AVF (2007)  

Serbia Conscription Voluntary-based military (6 months) service 

Slovakia (NATO and EU) AVF (2006)  

Slovenia (NATO and EU) AVF (2003)  

Spain (NATO and EU) AVF (2002)  

Sweden (EU) Conscription Reintroduced in 2017, military service (9-12 

months), males and females obliged 

Switzerland Conscription Militia-based armed forces 
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Turkey (NATO) Conscription Military service (up to 12 months) 

Ukraine Conscription Conscription ended in 2013 and was 

reinstated in 2014 

United Kingdom (NATO) AVF (1960)  

 

3 Theoretical section 

The literature explored in the section above provided us with context about conscription, 

its evolution and different changes, perspectives and use cases from number of different 

countries. It also provided us with multiple different views and arguments on why was the 

conscription model abandoned. Of course, it’s impossible to find one, two or whatever the 

number may be of precise explanations of this phenomena as each state had its own unique 

context and issues that had to be taken care of, but it’s definitely possible to see some 

common arguments in most of the aforementioned reasons of why was the conscription 

abolished and replaced by (usually) all-volunteer forces model. I will try to summarize those 

into three baseline categories, that are still (to some degree) fluid and interconnected with 

each other. Those three categories are security, economy and social. These three general 

arguments would serve as a theoretical framework for further evaluation in the analytical 

section of this thesis – the case studies in the last section. It needs to be said though, that in 

number of countries, the conscription can be considered as abolished, but in reality, it’s more 

like suspended and it’s still legally possible to bring it back in case of serious threat and 

potential national emergency.61 However, some countries fully erased the concept and 

modified national legislations or constitution to reflect the fact that they no longer count on 

the conscription. Those countries would, in case of serious national emergency, need to 

adopt new laws if they would want to bring conscription back.62 

 

61 Moelker, R. and Olsthoorn, P. and Bos-Bakx, M and Soeters, J. (2006). From Conscription to Expeditionary 

Armed Forces: Trends in the professionalization of the Royal Netherlands Armed Forces, p. 12 

62 Rongé, J. and Abrate, G. (2019). Conscription in the European Union: Armed forces, national trends, benefits 

and EU modernised service, p. 4 
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3.1 Security reasons 

Security was one of the more prominent reasons that were brought up by authors 

whose ideas and thoughts were discussed above. There are two factors related to security 

that could be considered as a major and that influenced the process of abolishing conscription 

in many countries – end of the Cold War (geopolitical reason) and increase of technological 

complexity of military equipment and machinery, that caused much higher requirements on 

skills and capabilities of men and woman in service (technological reason).  

3.1.1 Geopolitics and new types of deployment 

Fall of the Soviet Union and end of the Cold War fundamentally changed the security 

environment in Europe. Massive military threat was gone and it was just a matter of time, 

before countries reacts to it in form of military restructuring. From the one side, there were 

countries from the former Warsaw pact usually with enormous armed forces, and on the 

other side, there were “western” countries with massive armies that were kept in preparation 

for the clash with their eastern adversaries. With the fall of the Soviet Union, the imminent 

threat from the east disappeared and countries began to quickly realize, that there’s no need 

for such vast armed forces as they did not expect any large-scale conflict in Europe, thus 

they began reducing and professionalizing them.63 Exception from this might be, from 

current perspective and development, situation between Greece and Turkey, with the rising 

tensions. Also, the Russian aggression towards Georgia in 2008 or annexation of Crimean 

Peninsula in 2014, highlighted a major shift in the perception of threat in Europe, as it’s 

discussed further below.64 The Russian activity in terms of military exercises in Baltic region 

also can not be ignored and those specifically led to increased alertness of Baltic and 

Scandinavian countries.65 Cyber threats are somewhat new, but based on the recent 

 

63 Moelker, R. and Olsthoorn, P. and Bos-Bakx, M and Soeters, J. (2006). From Conscription to Expeditionary 
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development kind of popular tools which should be considered nowadays as well, but that’s 

probably something conscription cannot deal most effectively with.  

NATO and its principle of collective defense played a major role in development of 

modern European armed forces. States that were included into the NATO defense umbrella 

were able to down-size its armed forces to a greater degree, than states that stood outside 

and had to keep their armed forces. Those downsized armed forces would still be capable of 

participating in NATO Reaction Forces initiative and fulfill its duties abroad, but their 

general war-fighting capabilities would be severely limited.66 New approach to the armed 

forces is much more “module based” with specialized and varying in size units that could fit 

specific needs of NATO and its missions and deployment requirements, while working in 

close cooperation with other similar style of units from other countries.67 

It's not only NATO, that’s been influencing states’ decisions about abolishing the 

draft. EU membership, European Defense Initiative, Partnership for Peace are among other 

institutionalized programs and formations, that promotes international cooperation and 

increase interconnection and density of European security institutions. European states, that 

were/are not facing imminent threat from potential adversaries at their borders (Finland, 

Sweden, Baltic countries, Greece…) and are dealing with this so called “alliance effect” 

have a lot of compelling reasons (social pressure from the citizens, economical pressure 

given by the national debt) for abolishing the conscription in favor of all-volunteer forces.68 

Another major reason that led European countries to the restructuring of armed forces 

were new types of military missions, whether those were peace-making or peace-keeping 

missions, that were relatively common in 1990s, or deployments abroad in general (Iraq, 

Afghanistan…). Majority of conscript forces were not able, due to both legal and practical 

(lower skill level) reasons, travel and fulfil mission abroad. That meant this subset of armed 

forces was being unusable in current conditions, thus making it non-effective and with lack 

of reasons to exist.69 In some countries, this further increased the push for fully professional 
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armed forces, that would be much smaller in scale, but much more fit for the roles that were 

expected from them – such as deployment abroad, international cooperation within the 

NATO structures, and significantly better trained and equipped. In Netherlands for instance, 

conscripts could technically deploy abroad, but they could also change their mind at any 

given time and decline the deployment abroad – this rule made them practically unusable for 

those kinds of operations. 70 

Scope of the deployments and use-cases of armed forces within last 30 years changed 

dramatically as the traditional role of military (defense of the state from external adversary) 

was exchanged for the capability of projecting forces abroad, in various types of missions 

and engagements – peacekeeping and peacemaking missions in 1990s, expeditionary 

warfare during overseas operations in Iraq and Afghanistan post 9/11, or other multinational 

military operations on behalf of NATO or EU.71 As was stated by Karl W. Haltiner, “the 

more military organizations are engaged outside of their national territory and in domains 

of their alliances (e.g. NATO) the more are they inclined to reduce the percentage of 

conscripts in their organization and to enlarge the share of volunteers”.72 Additional 

confirmation of this argument came from the Haltiners’ and Treschs’ thesis from 2009 as 

they stated, backed by the research data, that “… more extensively a country is integrated 

into a European network of political and security political alliances, as well as supra-

national coalitions, the more likely it is to cooperate more closely on a military level and in 

missions of constabulary type as well. The conscription ratio will thus drop until it is finally 

abolished”.73 
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3.1.2 Technology 

Downsizing of armed forces came in hand with further specialization and increased 

requirements on man and woman in service. With the leaner military, states could afford 

more technologically advanced equipment (that was also kind of necessary with the 

technological progress in this field) for its better trained and more skilled soldiers. Those 

new and in some cases very complex and sophisticated weapons, gear or technologies in 

general required sufficiently trained personnel. Due to a nature of conscript training, those 

were not able to operate with this kind of equipment, which somewhat relegated them to 

simpler and less demanding jobs and tasks, which were rarer in general and also much less 

interesting for the draftees.74 Additionally, smaller and restructured armed forces enabled 

former East-bloc states, such as Czech Republic, Slovak Republic, Hungary, Romania or 

Slovenia to build much more modern and mainly NATO compatible forces, that were 

necessary for fully-fledged NATO membership. 75 Contrary to the above, latest data shows 

that number of countries (Canada, Belgium, Italy) spends most of its annual military budget 

on personnel-related expenditures. This fact to some degree undermines the idea that leaner 

and professionalized military can spend more money on better gear and equipment. The 

question of economy and its difference between conscript forces and all-volunteer forces is 

extremely complex and despite number of studies written, the conclusions are usually 

ambiguous and very country-specific.76 

As a part of its research, Dansk Institute for Military Studies published report, that was 

exploring the scenario of abolishing (or suspending) military conscription in Denmark. Part 

of this research was focused on capability comparison between conscript-based and all-

volunteer based armed forces and the results are pretty clear. It was discovered that in cases 

of France, Netherlands, Slovakia and Latvia, general ability of soldiers to perform required 

tasks improved. This was caused primarily by the fact that the soldiers were trained better, 

without any time constraints and they could focus on their specific tasks that they were 

specializing on.77 Better, more focused and long-term based training caused that the soldiers 
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were more able to use and work with technologically advanced gear and equipment, which 

further increased the general capability and usability of the units themselves, especially for 

purposes of international operations. 78 

 

3.2 Economic reasons 

Economic arguments for or against conscription can be found through wide variety of 

literature. The effectiveness and total cost of conscription, compared to the all-volunteer 

forces model, has been debated for decades, especially after some of the previously conscript 

armed forces switched to the AVF model (like a Great Britain in 1960 and USA in 1973). 79  

Based on the papers published in 1960s and 1970s, it’s been argued in favor of all-volunteer 

forces model in terms of financial efficiency from number of reasons, first of them being 

argument of person’s opportunity cost in civilian sector.80 This argument is based on the 

perceived loss of value that would’ve been otherwise created by civilian employed in public 

sector, but the produced output is lost due to the employment in the armed forces, thus it’s 

not contributing to the state economy.81 Another point of view on conscript vs. AVF 

economy was that armed forces based on the volunteers “would be more cost effective for 

the military, because of longer terms of service, lower personal turnover, reduced training 

cost and the substitution of capital for labor”.82 Data from USA shows, that the country 

spent only 27% of its military budget on expenses related to personnel, compared to the 34% 

from the era of 1970s, just before the mandatory military service was abandoned.83 Less 

money spent on personnel-related issues means that armed forces are able to pay for better 

gear, equipment and invest in technology in general. This was also one of the arguments for 

abolishing conscription in Europe, as European countries could theoretically catch up with 

the USA on the technological field, where they were severely lacking as the spending of US, 

UK and Canada on modernizations was around 28% of their total military budget, other 
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NATO members used to spend only around 16,6% of their military budget in the same area 

(this number is heavily skewed by Germany, UK and France, that were spending around 

similar levels as the USA, UK and Canada, while the central and eastern European countries 

did the opposite). 84 

 Contrary to the above, research published in the Danish paper about the potential 

abolishment of conscription came to somewhat different conclusion about the cost of the 

shift from conscription to all-volunteer forces model. The research showcased that in 4 

selected countries (France, Netherlands, Latvia and Slovakia), military expenditure had 

increased since the suspension of conscription, mostly due to higher payroll costs of 

professional personnel, higher expenses in recruitment processes and the generally more 

expensive tasks the armed forces were dealing with as foreign deployments and participating 

on international operations tend to be much more expensive than strict focus on national 

defense.85 

As it turned out, finding-out the exact cost of then used conscription forces was quite 

challenging task. Especially when it was necessary for the intentions of comparison of 

economic viability of conscription to AVF model. On the example of France, conscription 

was on the one side beneficial for the military which was able to get its hands on relatively 

cheap manpower, on the other hand though, this manpower was taken away from civilian 

economy, which suffered from the loss of labor.86 Additionally, conscription model and its 

economy needs to work with the dissipating nature of its operation, as it constantly trains 

new soldiers as those are replacing the already trained ones whom service has ended. This 

ineffective nature of conscription forces was one of the many reasons, why it had to be 

changed for more economically responsible and effective system.  

 Generally speaking, based on the literature, strictly economic aspect did not play that 

important role in decision-making about future of conscription. There is number of reasons 

why. First of all, it was extremely difficult to accurately evaluate proper economic value and 

burden of conscription, especially when it should’ve been compared to (much smaller in 

size) AVF based armed forces. Usually, most of the predictions about economical side of 
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things turned out to be more or less wrong as the final form of the armed forces varied from 

the expected ones (in Netherlands, they expected the armed forces to be cut by approximately 

1/3 by dropping conscription, but the ultimate downsizing was by almost 50%).87 

 

3.3 Social reasons 

Social-related reasons behind the abolishment of the draft had been resonating in 

conscription-using countries for decades. With regards to population, conscription was often 

described as a tool that helps with building some form of bond between the country and the 

men. Mandatory military service was supposed to strengthen the relationship between the 

citizen and the country, it should’ve provided and promoted discipline, improve health and 

it should also help to improve civil-military relations by letting civilians into the armed 

forces, thus legitimizing it as public-controlled institution. Those arguments for conscription 

and value it’s been (or was supposed to be) providing to the country and its people were 

slowly being dropped by politicians in many countries and the concept itself was appearing 

to be way old-fashioned and unusable in modern post-Cold War world.88 In many cases 

though, there were more social-related drawbacks rather than benefits, which resulted in 

draft abolishment in many countries, such as Spain or Netherlands. This category can be 

further divided into separate reasons that were resonation in different countries as each state 

had its own takes on why the draft should be abolished. 

 

3.3.1 General downsizing of armed forces and selective conscription issues 

As the post Cold War security environment in Europe changed and states themselves 

started with armed forces down-sizing, this change was also reflected in perception of armed 

forces by societies in general. Lack of major external threat, manpower down-sizing and 

general absence of purpose of having large-scale armed forces led to downplay of the armed 

 

87 Moelker, R. and Olsthoorn, P. and Bos-Bakx, M and Soeters, J. (2006). From Conscription to Expeditionary 

Armed Forces: Trends in the professionalization of the Royal Netherlands Armed Forces, p. 11-12 

88 Ibid, p. 10 



 

30 

forces’ importance in the eyes of the public, which further increased the lack of interest and 

sense of purpose in conscription.89 

 War, Making the armed forces smaller in size and focusing on building professional 

military meant that the number of required conscripts dropped down as well. This led to new 

issue regarding the fairness of the draft as in many countries, the young cohort was simply 

too large but the conscripts still needed to be chosen somehow. This brought up an issue of 

selective conscription as the government had to decide who’s going to serve and who’s not, 

how will the system work, on what basis will the draftees be selected etc. This “draft lottery” 

and “draft resistance” was not well received by public in some countries (such as Spain) and 

the public support for conscription was dropping considerably, which eventually contributed 

to political decision of abolishing conscription.90 91In Spain, by the time the draft officially 

ended, 75% of members of youth cohort identified themselves as conscientious objectors.92  

In Netherlands, before the draft was ultimately abolished, only 26 out of 100 members of 

the cohort would end up serving in the military.93 Norway in 2015 expanded its military 

conscription to include female citizens (being first state in Europe to do so) but still, not 

more than sixth of the youth cohort actually ended up serving. 94 95 It’s not just security 

reasons that resonate in the discussion about bringing conscription back. In western 

European countries, the social aspect is brought up as well, especially in France that had to 

deal with ever increasing fragmentation of society and “loss of values”. Proponents of 

conscription argued, that mandatory military or civilian service might help with restoring 

some of the values and relationship between the citizen and the state.96 Contrary to that, 

according to former president of Germany, conscription can be considered as a “profound 
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restriction of young citizen’s individual liberty”.97 Bieri, among other things, also points at 

the issue of distancing the society away from its armed forces with the lack of conscription 

as the military is not that tightly interconnected with the civilian population, which could 

potentially make the army more distant and incomprehensible for general public.98 

4 Empirical-analytical section 

This case-study oriented section is dedicated to number of countries, that went against 

the trend and either re-introduced conscription in some shape or form (or they are planning 

to do so) despite abolishing it years before, or simply kept or even increased its relevance 

within their armed forces.  

4.1 Case study of Sweden 

Sweden officially ended military conscription in favor of volunteer-based recruitment 

in 2010, thus joining plethora of European states of doing so at that time. In 2016, Swedish 

armed forces reported lack of military personnel needed for its ideal operations, specifically 

they were missing about 1 thousand full-time serving personnel and about 7 thousand part-

time serving personnel. Furthermore, given the recent development in European security 

environment, and apparent public support (over 70% respondents in favor of bringing the 

draft back) of Swedish citizens, the government had decided to bring the draft back.99 In 

March 2017, the government of Sweden decided to re-activate the conscription and this 

notion was significantly backed by the Parliament, with approximately 70% of approval 

vote. Thus, since the 1st of January 2018, conscription was back in full force working 

simultaneously with standard volunteer-based recruitment, concerning about 4 thousand of 

13 thousand of eligible young man and women, who were selected to serve in 12-month 

military service. 100  
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The official reason behind this change, published by Swedish Ministry of Defense, 

stated that “The security environment in Europe and in Sweden’s vicinity has deteriorated 

and the all-volunteer recruitment hasn’t provided the Armed Forces with enough trained 

personnel. The re-activating of the conscription is needed for military readiness.”101 Further 

explanations stated, that Swedish the recruitment process would be partly voluntary and 

partly conscription based – practically very similar system to the one Norway is currently 

using. The Armed Forces were aiming at 4 thousand of new recruits every year for two 

following years and around 5 thousand of new recruits in 2020. Based on the long-term 

strategy, Swedish government is expecting the number of draftees rise to 6 thousand by year 

2021 and 8 thousand per year in span of 2022 to 2025.  

Swedish Minister of Defense Peter Hultqvist in an interview from 2019 stated, that 

based on the recent development concerning activities of Russia, Sweden had invested a lot 

of money into its defense spending – for the period of 2016-2020, the monetary budget of 

Swedish armed forces increased by approximately 3 billion Euros.102 The Swedish 

government also managed to agree on further increase of annual spending, in the period of 

2021-2024 by total of 7,5 billion Euros by 2025, which would project into more than 40% 

increase of annual budget compared to 2020.103 From a long-term perspective, Swedish 

government is planning to growing its armed forces further and further. From current (2019) 

level of strength of approx. 60 thousand to 90 thousand, with an objective of creating larger 

war-time organization which will be designed with main objective in mind – defending 

Sweden against an armed attack.104 Apart from bringing back the draft, the money is being 

spent on acquisition of new weapon systems or more frequent military exercises.105  

 

101 Ministry of Defence. Sweden re-activates conscription. In: Government.se [online]. 2.3.2017 [cit. 

11.7.2019]. Available from: https://www.government.se/articles/2017/03/re-activation-of-enrolment-and-the-

conscription/ 

102 Ministry of Defence. Defence Minister Peter Hultqvist’s speech at UK NATO Head of Mission’s Forum. 

In: Government.se [online]. 16.7.2020 [cit. 30.7.2020]. Available from: 

https://www.government.se/speeches/2020/06/defence-minister-peter-hultqvists-speech-at-uk-nato-heads-of-

missions-forum-monday-15-june-2020/ 

103 Ibid.  

104 Ibid. 

105 Hultqvist, P. (2019). Total Defense – an interview with Swedish Minister of Defense. PRISM, Vol. 8, No. 

2, p. 147 

https://www.government.se/articles/2017/03/re-activation-of-enrolment-and-the-conscription/
https://www.government.se/articles/2017/03/re-activation-of-enrolment-and-the-conscription/
https://www.government.se/speeches/2020/06/defence-minister-peter-hultqvists-speech-at-uk-nato-heads-of-missions-forum-monday-15-june-2020/
https://www.government.se/speeches/2020/06/defence-minister-peter-hultqvists-speech-at-uk-nato-heads-of-missions-forum-monday-15-june-2020/


 

33 

Political and military representation of Sweden noticeably changed its stance towards 

the armed forces, facing the present-day security issues and development in European 

security environment. The times of down-sizing of the military are gone and some even 

consider it as a conceptual failure.106 Now, the country is building its new line of defense 

composed of much stronger military. Swedish officials openly quote Russia and its 

suspicious, provocative and hostile activities as a major driving force behind this change.  

4.2 Case study of Norway 

Norway, unlike the Sweden, actually never got rid of the conscription, quite the 

contrary – since the parliamentary decision was made in 2013, it also applies to women. The 

usage and purpose of conscription in Norway is somewhat different as well. Conscription in 

Norway serves two main purposes – at first, it’s a tool that allow the armed forces to increase 

its number of personnel, at second, it serves as a primary recruiting base for professional part 

of the armed forces. Just as Sweden the down-sizing process of total number of conscripts 

needed started in early 1990s. In the early 2000s, Norwegian armed forces were much leaner 

and predominantly focused on international deployments, as there was small to none reason 

to focus on total defense policy, due to security environment at that time. As was the case 

with Sweden, Norway had to re-evaluate its defense policy accordingly to take new threats 

into consideration – with Russia and its actions in Georgia, Ukraine, Syria and even in close 

proximity of Norway (military exercises) again as a prime example. Contrary to the Sweden 

though, Norway avoids naming Russia as a military threat and as a facilitator of those 

changes. 107 

Norway with its relatively small population relies heavily on conscript forces. The 

relationship between the state and its citizens is even more important in context with Total 

defense doctrine, that requires the biggest possible utilization of resources as it’s practically 

possible. 108 This means that the armed forces need to be filled with the best possible 

candidates and the selection process reflects that. It contains two rounds of interviews with 

young men and women that are eligible for service. In 2012, only one seventh of applicants 
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eventually committed to the national service. From that portion, only small fraction follows 

up to the professional part of armed forces as an officers or specialists.109 Data from 2017 

showed, that the youth cohort that was considered for a year 2016 contained about 60 

thousand men and women. 17 to 19 thousand potential conscripts are selected for the second 

round. From those, around 14 thousand are service proficient and around 10 thousand are 

actually taken into the service. About 8 thousand conscripts complete the military service 

each year.110 As was stated by head of the Norwegian defense ministry’s personnel 

department in 2017 “Producing soldiers is no longer about filling quotas and units. Instead, 

we pay more attention to the quality and skills – the added value – of every soldier”.111 

Territorial defense is major concern of Norwegian armed forces, according to Long 

Term Defence Plan that was published in 2016. Norwegian chief of defence published a 

report in 2019, that covers necessary expansion of armed forces to achieve desired effect in 

protecting the country. Increase in number of personnel should involve all branches of 

Norwegian armed forces.112 Current development in the Norwegian political theater indicate, 

that the expansion of armed forces won’t be that easy as there was sizable opposition against 

new long-term defense plan from April 2020, that was eventually rejected in Parliament. 

Original plan counted with defense spending increase of 2,3 billion EUR, but now, it looks 

like it will get cut almost in half.113 Aforementioned long-term defense plan counts with 

increasing the number of military personnel up to 37 thousand (from approx. 23 thousand 

that serves currently) and it also proposes four distinctive ways Norwegian armed forces can 

move forward – based on the chosen objective and budgetary constraints – alternative 

appropriate for security situation, alternative strengthening selected domains, alternative 

strengthening NATO’s collective defence and alternative focusing on national defence.114 
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As been stated above though, the future of Norwegian armed forces is in the dark due to 

political contest.  

4.3 Case study of Lithuania 

Lithuania abolished military conscription in 2008 and it took 7 years for this decision 

to be taken back with the same reasoning that was applied in Sweden – Russian’s actions in 

Georgia, Ukraine, Syria, military exercises at the borders of Baltic states and in their close 

proximity and general threat of Russia towards its neighbors. The unique aspect of this 

specific case is that, Lithuania reinstated the draft for limited period of five years. During 

those five years, main goal of conscription was to make sure there is sufficient number of 

recruits for the demand of armed forces and also raise the number of active reserves.115 

Lithuania’s armed forces are very limited in numbers and their main priority is focus on 

maintaining territorial integrity and national sovereignty. For its general security though, it 

heavily relies on NATO as it does not have enough of manpower to defend itself on its 

own.116 

 During the initial year, Ministry of Defence expected approximately 3 500 soldiers 

to be called up for service, which should’ve been 9 months long and should include all 

eligible males from cohort of 19-26 years old. Males and females aged between 18 and 38 

can also join on volunteer basis. The initial plan of 5 years-long conscription was put in 

simply because Lithuania’s professional armed forces were not able to get enough volunteers 

to fill their ranks.117 Every year of conscription, the Ministry of Defence published the list 

of conscripts, that were supposed to be taken into the service. The names are randomly 

generated by computer program, that’s working with ID database from relevant class of each 

year. The age-range of eligible draftees was lowered to 18-23 at the end of last year and with 

that change, this year was chosen 3 828 conscripts that were called up for 9-month long 
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training.118 2020 is the last year of the original plan that brought conscription service back 

in. At the time of writing this thesis, there were no indications whether will the Lithuanian 

parliament suspend the conscription again, or prolong the program further into the future.  

Lithuanian’s defence doctrine works with the idea that national defense includes 

standard Lithuanian’s armed forces, as well as all allied forces, but also expects participation 

of civilian sector in terms of mobilization of all national resources with a goal of defeating 

the invader. Active resistance by every citizen is expected in those situations. Due to very 

limited scale of its armed forces, Lithuania has to work with everything that’s available in a 

time of crisis, thus employing the concept of comprehensive security, which covers 

cooperation between military forces and civilian institutions and their interoperability. 

Lithuanian’s government also published number of strategic documents for its citizens, 

concerning civil resistance against adversaries.119 The society is deeply interconnected to its 

military even without being active participants in the armed forces.  

 

4.4 Case study of France 

Jacques Chirac in 1997 announced the end of mandatory military service by 2002. 

Emmanuel Macron reinstated it back in 2018, doing as he promised during his presidential 

campaign. The main motivation behind it was to promote sense of civic duty and national 

unity among young French citizens. Newly established Universal National Service will 

involve all 16-year-olds, regardless their gender, and will offer predominantly civilian 

service. 120 Structure of the service separated into three parts, part one being obligatory two-

week training camp, that’s followed by year-long period during which the teenagers needs 

to spend at least 84 hours volunteering in institutions such as local charities, but also armed 
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forces, fire service or police. This phase is generally focused on civic culture and according 

to the government, it will “enable young people to create new relationships and develop 

their role in society”. Following the one-year mandatory part is optional three to twelve-

month long service, that could be focused in many different fields – defense and security, 

environmental activities, heritage preservation, healthcare etc.121 New Universal National 

Service is currently ongoing pilot course with its expected official start in 2022. Government 

officials are expecting the program to “increase cohesion among the draftees and to attract 

their interests towards national-related positions”.122 

 Due to the nature of the service, it’s obvious that the intention behind it is completely 

different compared to the case of Sweden, Norway or Lithuania. France have sufficiently 

large professional army that does not necessarily need to be fill up from the conscript. In 

case of France, the issue is strictly social-related and National Universal Service (mandatory 

universal conscription in another words) should potentially help with that. The problem is, 

the Service is facing criticism from the same people it’s aimed at – 14 youth organizations 

objected the idea and pointed at inconsistencies in the plan. Some view it as a violation of 

personal freedoms, others point out at potential issues with French constitution, which 

prohibits the state from forcing section of population to spend time away from home, 

excluding events related to national defense.123 Another point of criticism is related to the 

economy of the program. Based on the calculations, yearly costs of the program should be 

around 1,6 billion Euros which would be better spent, according to another critics, in French 

education system. Some dislike the fact that it was Macron – first French president that never 

served in the military, brought up and materialize the idea.124 According to the latest news, 

after multiple pushbacks, National Universal Service should be fully operational in 2022 or 

2023. Up until that point, it’s going to run in trial mode on volunteer basis. Once it’s 

officially started, it will become mandatory. Original form of the service was much more 
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military related, but French army strongly objected that as they did not feature enough of 

personnel and infrastructure capacity to take care of thousands of teenagers each year. The 

more civilian nature of the service was accepted then.125 

5 Conclusion 

 

This thesis is focused on the use of military and non-military conscription in European 

environment, its evolution through the most important events that influenced its shape, form 

and usability (end of the Cold War, peace period in the 1990s and 2000s and emerging threats 

in 2010s) and the current state of conscription now. The main goal of the thesis was to 

identify and summarize the most fundamental reasons, that caused the shift from universal 

conscription to other models, such as AFV and evaluate their current relevancy. Based on 

the literature analysis, those main reasons were identified and summarized in chapter 2.  

As it’s been stated in the text of the thesis, the issues related to conscription cannot be 

looked at separately, as they are mostly interconnected, as was discovered by literature 

review and also later in the case-studies. In all four countries that were chosen for the 

practical part of the thesis, most of the principal arguments from chapter 2 can be applied. 

Sweden abolished the conscription due to the change in security environment after the 

end of Cold war. It was no longer necessary to maintain large and expensive army facing 

seemingly peaceful future. Same can be said about the France, Lithuania and even the 

Norway. All those countries down-scaled their army forces. Conscripts became things of the 

past and modern military alliances collaborating in modern military operations required 

different form of armed forces. Down-scaling of the militaries partially solved the economy 

issues and abolishment of conscription silenced the society that’s been complaining about 

unfairness of selective draft. Conscription still found a way back though. 

As it turned out, when country is dealing with imminent threat and potential national 

emergency, issues of the past goes away. Sweden started with building larger and more 

 

125 French National Service for teenagers – applications now open. In: The Local [online]. 17.2.2020 [cit. 

30.7.2020]. Available from: https://www.thelocal.fr/20200217/french-national-service-for-teenagers-
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competent armed forces, with the help of conscript, with the main goal of national territorial 

defense. Lithuania reacted to the very similar threat almost identically. France, which is in 

much safer position from geological perspective, is deploying civilian form of conscription 

as well – to improve the relationship between the young citizens and their country, as well 

as between the people themselves. Norway reacts to the shift in international security as well, 

building larger and stronger military with main focus on territorial defense.  

To conclude, the reasons why state abolished the conscription in a first place can still 

be considered as a valid. What’s different though, is the presence of potential threat, that can 

make those aforementioned reasons if not obsolete, then at least less significant. That’s up 

to policymakers to decide though. As shown in the case studies, there are many ways how 

to approach re-introduction of conscription, if it’s necessary. In hypothetical future, more 

states could follow and re-introduce conscription if they feel the need of bolstering the armed 

forces. It’s been shown that it’s possible and how it could be done.  
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