Are your kids thinking of joining the army?  Look before you leap!

Every year over 4,000 young people aged 16 or 17 decide to join the army, often because of state-of-the-art advertising that portrays a life of adventure, travel and 'being the best'.

For many, the choice works out well – there are more satisfied soldiers than dissatisfied ones – and some school-leavers without qualifications find that the army is the only employer that takes them seriously as potential employees.  For some of these, the army is a way out of a miserable situation on the civilian jobs market.

But for others things can turn sour.  Although under-18s are no longer sent to fight, the army is not like a TV advert and new soldiers can fall foul of their new way of life.  They find themselves in a strict – often rough – disciplinary regime, and soldiers commonly gripe about long periods away from family and friends, as well as the loss of many of the choices and rights that civilians take for granted.  These problems alone can place a huge strain on the young people who sign up, whether or not they're ever posted to Afghanistan.

These problems would be easier to deal with if unhappy soldiers could give a month's notice and leave like in a civilian job but of course the army doesn't work like that – once you're in it can be very hard to get out.   Although an under-18 recruit can leave during their first six months, which is normally during their training, they then have no legal right to leave until their 22nd birthday at the earliest.  1,000 soldiers left the army at that age last year – more than at any other age.

Although under-18s can ask for special permission to leave, this isn't routinely told to new recruits or their parents, it's not a legal right and it's not always granted.  This is why it's very important that young people and their parents know as much as possible about life in the forces before signing up.

An increasingly popular independent service for young people, parents, teachers and youth workers called  www.BeforeYouSignUp.info tries to provide balanced information on the pros and cons of enlisting.  While the official recruitment campaigns tend to be vague about the risks, difficulties and legal obligations of a forces career, www.BeforeYouSignUp.info tries to give both sides of the story as fully as possible.  There's a feedback page, too, where anyone can say whether they think the site is fair.

The success of www.BeforeYouSignUp.info depends mostly on word-of mouth.  Please support young people to get the facts before they enlist by becoming a fan of www.BeforeYouSignUp.info on Facebook, displaying our free posters and telling your friends and colleagues about it – check it out by logging on today.
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