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Armed Forces with Local Communities
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The Ministry of Defence is taking a more community-focused approach

to public engagement, with plans to expand the UK’s cadet forces by 30%
over the next five years. The initiative seeks to involve around 40,000
more young people in school and community-based cadet programmes
by 2030, with the longer-term ambition of reaching 250,000 participants.

The move is part of a wider effort to strengthen the connection between



the armed forces and the public at a time when direct links to military

service are becoming less common.

Rather than serving as a recruitment pipeline, the expansion is framed as
a way to offer young people practical skills, build confidence, and
promote understanding of the military’s role in society. Today’s cadet
sessions look different from those of previous decades. Alongside
traditional activities like navigation and first aid, some groups now
include modules on drone use, basic coding, and leadership
development. The aim is to reflect how modern defence operates while
giving participants skills that are useful beyond the cadet programme

itself.

The plan also responds to a perceived social gap. Ministers have noted
that many people are more familiar with veterans than with current
service personnel, which can contribute to misunderstandings about the
military’s purpose and role. By engaging directly with communities
through schools and local cadet forces, the Ministry hopes to encourage
more public awareness and support for the armed forces in a practical

and approachable way.

Challenges to the expansion remain, particularly around resources. Some
schools may struggle to accommodate cadet programmes due to

staffing or funding pressures. To support growth, the Ministry is exploring
ways to encourage more adult volunteers, including veterans, to lead and

supervise activities.

Studies commissioned by the government and independent researchers
suggest cadet participation can support young people’s development,

particularly in areas like attendance, confidence, and teamwork. While not



designed as a formal pathway into military service, the programme often

leaves a lasting impression.

Ultimately, this initiative reflects a gradual but intentional shift in defence
outreach, prioritising education, community involvement, and resilience-
building over recruitment, with cadet programmes serving as a key part of

that strategy.



