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Executive Summary

The United States is facing increasing polarization, declining civic engagement, and growing distrust in
institutions. This paper advocates for a mandatory national service program, aimed at fostering

national unity, promoting civic responsibility, and contributing to the nation’s economic and social
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development. By drawing on historical examples and contemporary models from other nations, the paper

proposes a structured framework for such a program that enhances individual skills and employability,

bolsters national security, and strengthens economic resilience.

Introduction

The United States is at a pivotal moment. Political and social divisions are intensifying, and public trust in

governmental and social institutions is waning. Mandatory national service offers a solution to these
issues, providing a structured framework for young Americans to work together toward common goals,

thereby reducing polarization and fostering civic responsibility. By requiring all citizens to serve in a
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national service program, the U.S. can build a more cohesive and engaged society, address labor shortages

in critical industries, and ensure a prepared population in times of national crises.

Many nations, such as Israel, South Korea, and Switzerland, have demonstrated that mandatory national
service can strengthen national identity and social cohesion. By adapting these models to the U.S. context,
the nation can create a system that not only addresses societal issues but also cultivates a stronger sense of

shared purpose and national unity.

The Case for Mandatory National Service

1. Fostering National Unity and Social Cohesion

The U.S. is deeply divided along political, racial, and socioeconomic lines. Mandatory national service
can help mitigate these divisions by bringing together young Americans from all walks of life. According
to the Pew Research Center, political polarization in the United States has reached historic levels, and
trust across party lines has dramatically declined in recent years . National service provides a structured
environment where citizens from diverse backgrounds can work together toward shared goals, fostering

collaboration and mutual understanding.
Historical Precedents:

e Israel and South Korea require their citizens to engage in military or civil service, which fosters
a strong sense of unity. In Israel, Jewish, Muslim, and Christian youth serve alongside each other,
which has proven to bridge religious and ethnic divides.

e The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) in the U.S. during the Great Depression similarly
brought together diverse groups of Americans to work on public projects, fostering a shared sense

of purpose and national pride .

Supporting Data: Studies from the Harvard Kennedy School’s Institute of Politics show that service
experiences help reduce stereotypes and foster empathy. Participants in national service programs report

stronger civic engagement and a deeper sense of connection to their country .

2. Developing Skills and Enhancing Economic Opportunities
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A well-structured national service program could serve as a powerful tool for workforce development,
equipping participants with valuable skills. A report by the National Commission on Military, National,
and Public Service found that national service alumni are more likely to pursue higher education and are

better prepared for the workforce, particularly in sectors like education, healthcare, and infrastructure .
Economic Impact:

e Germany’s former conscription model provided individuals with the option of military or civil
service. Research found that this system helped participants develop valuable skills that enhanced
their employability after their service period .

e Inthe U.S., AmeriCorps alumni have shown higher rates of employment and are more likely to

work in public sector jobs, providing critical services to underserved communities .

National service could be especially valuable in addressing labor shortages in healthcare, education, and
public infrastructure. By engaging in projects related to these sectors, participants can gain real-world

experience while addressing national needs.

3. Strengthening National Security and Emergency Preparedness

A mandatory national service program, with the option of military service, would enhance national
security by ensuring a trained and prepared population. Countries like Switzerland and Finland have
long benefited from mandatory service programs, which ensure that a large portion of their populations

are trained for defense and emergency response .

Emergency Preparedness: A RAND Corporation study on national service noted that service programs
can also improve a country’s ability to respond to natural disasters and public health crises by maintaining
a pool of trained individuals who can be mobilized quickly . In the U.S., this would be especially

beneficial given the increasing frequency of climate-related disasters like hurricanes and wildfires.

By including training in disaster response as part of the national service curriculum, the U.S. could build a

more resilient society, capable of responding effectively to crises.

4. Instilling a Sense of Civic Responsibility
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National service instills a deep sense of civic responsibility in participants. According to the Corporation
for National and Community Service (CNCS), individuals who engage in service are more likely to
participate in civic activities such as voting and volunteering later in life . By requiring all young
Americans to serve, the program would reinforce the notion that citizenship comes with both rights and

responsibilities.

Countries like Norway, where national service is mandatory, have significantly higher rates of civic
participation than countries without such programs. A study by the University of Oslo found that national
service participants were more likely to vote, volunteer, and engage in their communities than those who

did not serve .

Proposed Framework for Mandatory National Service
1. Eligibility and Duration

Mandatory national service would apply to all U.S. citizens between the ages of 18 and 25. Participants
could defer service until after completing higher education or other pursuits but would be required to
complete their service by the age of 30. Service duration would be 12 to 24 months, depending on the

track chosen.
2. Service Options and Focus Areas
To accommodate diverse interests and skills, the program would offer multiple service tracks:

e Military Service: Traditional military service with options for various branches.

e Community and Social Service: Opportunities to work in underserved communities in
education, healthcare, and housing.

e Environmental Conservation: Projects focused on sustainability, including reforestation,
renewable energy, and conservation efforts.

e Disaster Relief and Emergency Preparedness: Training for response to natural disasters and

national emergencies, strengthening the country’s resilience.

3. Incentives and Benefits
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Participants would receive modest compensation during their service and be eligible for several

post-service benefits:

e Educational Grants: Similar to the GI Bill, national service participants would receive tuition
assistance for higher education.

e Job Placement: Government-sponsored job placement services would help transition participants
into the workforce after completing their service.

e Public Sector Hiring Preference: Participants could be given preferential hiring in government

and public sector roles, ensuring a smooth transition to employment.

Addressing Potential Challenges
1. Concerns about Personal Freedom

Opponents of mandatory national service often cite concerns about personal freedom. However, the
program would be flexible, allowing individuals to choose a service track that aligns with their values and
skills. This approach mirrors countries like France and Sweden, where national service is framed as a

civic duty, with minimal infringement on individual liberties .
2. Funding and Implementation

Funding a mandatory national service program is a significant challenge, but the long-term
benefits—ranging from increased employability to improved civic participation—would outweigh the
initial investment. A report from the Brookings Institution found that national service programs provide
a high return on investment through increased workforce participation and reduced dependence on social

services .

Conclusion

A mandatory national service program would address many of the most pressing challenges facing the
United States today, including political polarization, declining civic responsibility, and labor shortages in

critical sectors. By offering young Americans the opportunity to serve their country, the U.S. would
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cultivate a more unified, engaged, and resilient population. Implementing such a program is not only

feasible but necessary for the nation’s long-term stability and prosperity.
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