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Preface

The fiscal year (FY) 2019 John S. McCain National Defense Authorization Act introduced
several new personnel policies that offer all U.S. military services greater flexibility in officer
career management. The Air Force asked RAND Project AIR FORCE to examine the potential
utility of five of these options: allowing the commissioning of candidates older than 42,
enhancing the availability of constructive credit for officer candidates with skills desired by the
Air Force, implementing merit-based promotion timing, allowing officers to opt out of
promotion board consideration, and introducing new competitive categories (with the option of
allowing alternative promotion authority in the categories).

Through semistructured interviews with officers in six career fields of particular interest to
the Air Force, an extensive review of relevant literature, and simulations using the RAND
Corporation’s Military Career Model, we determined that most of these options have the
potential to be useful in many career fields, and officers are open to their use. However, there is
variation among career fields in how the options would best be implemented, and
implementation must be carefully monitored to ensure that outcomes address Air Force goals.

The research reported here was commissioned by the Director of Military Force Management
Policy, Deputy Chief of Staff for Manpower, Personnel and Services, Headquarters U.S. Air
Force and conducted within the Manpower, Personnel, and Training Program of RAND Project
AIR FORCE as part of a FY 2019 project called “Championing the Agile Military Career Path.”

RAND Project AIR FORCE

RAND Project AIR FORCE (PAF), a division of the RAND Corporation, is the Department
of the Air Force’s (DAF’s) federally funded research and development center for studies and
analyses, supporting both the United States Air Force and the United States Space Force. PAF
provides the DAF with independent analyses of policy alternatives affecting the development,
employment, combat readiness, and support of current and future air, space, and cyber forces.
Research is conducted in four programs: Strategy and Doctrine; Force Modernization and
Employment; Manpower, Personnel, and Training; and Resource Management. The research
reported here was prepared under contract FA7014-16-D-1000.

Additional information about PAF is available on our website:

www.rand.org/paf/

This report documents work originally shared with the DAF on October 8, 2019. The draft
report, issued on February 17, 2019, was reviewed by formal peer reviewers and DAF subject-
matter experts.
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Summary

The 2018 National Security Strategy outlines the importance of recruiting and retaining an
innovative and ready force and discusses the utility of force growth. However, existing human
resource management practices can be inflexible, hindering the services’ abilities to effectively
manage their human capital. The fiscal year (FY) 2019 National Defense Authorization Act
(NDAA) authorizes new options for officer career management that the military services could
choose to execute. In this report, we examine the potential utility of five of the new flexibilities
(Sections 501, 502, 504, 505, and 507 in the NDAA) for improving the management of Air Force
officers.

Approach

In conducting this research, the project team applied a mixed-method approach. Specifically,
the team

e modeled the potential consequences to the workforce of select management flexibilities
using the RAND Corporation’s Military Career Model

e conducted semistructured interviews with a select number of officers in six career fields
and a set of career field managers to gain insight into opinions about whether the
flexibilities might be useful in certain career fields

e reviewed relevant literature to better understand trends in the civilian workforce.

Findings
The project team found the following for each of the FY 2019 NDAA flexibilities:

e Sections 501 and 502 allow accessions older than 42 years of age and enhance
constructive credit. Allowing lateral entries at higher ranks might be effective in
decreasing deficits for field-grade officers in some career fields. Airmen who were
interviewed were generally positive about this flexibility, although some expressed
concern about candidates meeting physical requirements. If implemented, the Air Force
will need to determine whether there is a supply of available candidates for career fields
of interest and what additional military training individuals might need when accessed.

e Section 504 allows officers of particular merit to be placed higher on a promotion
list. Merit-based timing can accelerate promotions to higher ranks and—in some cases—
can produce promotion results that are similar to those achieved using below-the-zone
promotions. The majority of interviewees in all career fields had positive views about this
flexibility. Clear communication about what constitutes higher merit will be necessary for
successful implementation.

e Section 505 authorizes officers to opt out of promotion board consideration. The
majority of officers that we interviewed felt that this flexibility could help encourage

X



risk-taking in seeking assignments. Implementation will require the development of opt-
out criteria, process timelines, and data tracking to ensure that grade requirements are
satisfied.

e Section 507 allows alternative promotion paths for officers in particular competitive
categories. Although we were unable to model the impact of eliminating below-the-zone
and above-the-zone promotions—two aspects of Section 507—we developed scenarios
that suggest that, if promotion rates are made equal across the competitive categories,
establishing such categories will increase promotion rates for some career fields and
decrease them in others. However, application of different flexibilities, such as merit-
based promotion timing, moderates these effects. The majority of interviewees supported
the implementation of new competitive categories and this corresponding flexibility. If
implemented, the Air Force will need to carefully monitor officer career development
across the categories, including promotion results.

Figure S.1 illustrates the perceived utility of Section 507 among the Air Force officers we
interviewed. Across career fields, most of the officers with whom we spoke perceived this
flexibility to be useful.

Figure S.1. Officer Perceptions of the Utility of Alternative Promotion Paths for Competitive

Categories
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Conclusions

Most of these new flexibilities have the potential to be useful in many career fields, but
implementation must be carefully monitored to ensure that outcomes address Air Force goals.
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1. Introduction

The 2018 National Security Strategy outlines the importance of recruiting and retaining an
innovative and ready force and discusses the utility of force growth. To address these priorities,
the U.S. Air Force seeks to be competitive in attracting, acquiring, compensating, and retaining
top talent. Human resource management practices that limit career flexibility, neglect and
underuse individual talents, and fail to consider employee motivations might hinder the Air
Force’s ability to effectively manage its human capital. In addition, for some Air Force career
fields, matching personnel inventory to personnel requirements using existing management
practices can be challenging, so new approaches might be warranted. Congressional actions in
fiscal year (FY) 2018 and FY 2019 have provided some options for such new approaches.

Section 572 of the National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) for FY 2018 (Pub. L. 115-
91) required the Secretary of Defense, in consultation with the secretaries of the military
departments, to provide two reports to the Senate and House Armed Services Committees on
policies for regular and reserve officer career management. These reports were to address sixteen
topics in the broad categories of promotions, tenure, talent management, active and reserve
permeability, and cross-cutting issues.!

The FY 2019 NDAA (Pub. L. 115-232), which was signed into law on August 13, 2018,
anticipated some of the policy recommendations of those reports by authorizing the military
services to exercise new options in seven areas of officer career management. This report
addresses the potential usefulness of several of these options (or flexibilities, as we will refer to
them) for the management of Air Force officers.

Current Guidelines for Managing Active-Duty Officers

Since 1980, the management of active-duty officers in the U.S. military services has been
governed by the Defense Officer Personnel Management Act (DOPMA), which was enacted as
Pub. L. 96-513 and codified in various sections of Title 10 of the United States Code. According
to an unpublished 2018 U.S. Senate Armed Services Committee staff report, DOPMA was meant
to be a continuation of other post-World War II legislation, providing “a long-range
management framework in which the officer corps could be successfully managed and through
which the historical problem of unreadiness for war could be avoided.”? Comparable provisions

! This categorization of topics was used in Robbert et al., 2019, a RAND Corporation report that provided the
material developed by RAND’s National Security Research Division for the reports to the Armed Services
Committees.

ZA copy of this unpublished staff report was provided to the authors during a meeting of the Manpower Roundtable
on November 13, 2018.



pertaining to the reserve components are set out in the Reserve Officer Personnel Management
Act (ROPMA), which was enacted in 1994 as part of the FY 1995 NDAA (Pub. L. 103-337).
DOPMA and ROPMA have the following five key features (Parcell and Kraus, 2010):

1. A closed personnel system: New officers generally enter the system at low grades, and
positions in higher grades are filled by internal promotion.

2. A personnel pyramid: DOPMA grade structures are pyramid-shaped, with the number of
officer positions declining as ranks increase. In turn, promotion opportunities decrease as
officers move up the ranks.

3. A competitive, up-or-out career flow: Officers enter the system at low ranks, compete for
promotion, and must separate if they are not selected after a certain number of
opportunities (the number of which might vary).

4. Seniority-based promotion timing: Officers are eligible to be considered for promotion to
each grade when they are within specific promotion zones, which are defined by years-
of-service (YOS) windows and by seniority within each grade (i.e., time in grade) and
might vary by competitive category.® This requires that officers be considered for
promotion at certain points in their careers; they are not allowed to stay in a grade
indefinitely.

5. Uniformity across services: In general, the DOPMA and ROPMA system is uniform
across the services. DOPMA'’s provisions reflect how Congress and military leadership
believed that officers should be best managed at the time it was passed: “DOPMA
established a common officer management system built around a uniform notion of how
military officers should be trained, appointed, promoted, separated, and retired.”

Drawbacks of DOPMA

The services have developed their own management policies within the constraints of
DOPMA but rarely take advantage of the flexibilities offered by the act. According to
unpublished research shared with us during a November 2018 Manpower Roundtable discussion,
DOPMA has become a closed and inflexible personnel management system. Table 1.1 lists eight
specific drawbacks of the act that were identified in the unpublished research shared with us. As
we discuss later, the flexibilities introduced in the FY 2019 NDAA can help services address the
first five drawbacks listed in the table.

A competitive category is a “separate promotion category established by the Secretary of a Military Department,
pursuant to Sections 621, 574(b), and 14005 of Title 10, U.S.C., for specific groups of commissioned officers or
warrant officers whose specialized education, training, or experience, and often relatively narrow career field

utilization, make separate career management desirable” (Department of Defense Instruction [DoDI] 1312.03,
2018).

4 Parcell and Kraus, 2010, quoting House Report No. 96-1462.



Table 1.1. Defense Officer Personnel Management Act Drawbacks ldentified by the Senate Armed

Services Committee

Drawback

Impact

Officer careers and unique assignments are
too short

Each military service has limited flexibility to
manage its unique officer population

Military services do not use the existing
flexibility in law to improve personnel
processes

Assignment and promotion mechanisms do
not recognize individual skills or interests

A closed personnel system prevents
flexibility and rapid adaptation to emerging
threats

The military cannot effectively influence
performance or retention levels

The personnel system is unable to adjust to
rapid changes in the U.S. Department of
Defense (DoD) topline

The Blended Retirement System (BRS) will
force officer management reform?

Breadth of experience is prioritized over technical depth of
experience

Frequent relocations harm officer retention

Promotions are based on predetermined timelines, not
performance

Promotion timing is standardized throughout the military
Up-or-out policies force continued promotion, regardless of
skill set or talent

Promotion zones are unnecessarily restrictive

There is little use of direct appointment authority for specialty
skills

Few changes are made in competitive categories to address
emerging needs

Officer assignments are preordained to build future general
and flag officers

Technical expertise and individual interests are not recognized
by the assignment and promotion system

Officers must commission by age 42, which restricts midcareer
accessions

The majority of officers must enter at the lowest officer rank

It takes decades to grow a new career field within the military
(e.g., cyber)

Compensation is determined solely by time in service

Budget cuts bring reductions in force that often completely
sever ties with trained, experienced troops

When budgets increase, the military is unable to bring back
those who were previously released

Officers will have more options for determining their preferred
length of service

The military has the flexibility to separate officers who are not
needed

NOTE: The last three drawbacks are shaded because they are not addressed by the flexibilities introduced in the FY

2019 NDAA.

@ The BRS combines elements of traditional military retirement with benefits similar to those offered in civilian 401(k)

plans.

New Flexibilities in Officer Personnel Management

Title V of the FY 2019 NDAA, titled Military Personnel Policy, introduced several new
personnel policies that offer greater flexibility in officer personnel management. These

flexibilities, which align with the first five DOPMA drawbacks shown in Table 1.1, represent an

effort to help the services mitigate the constraints inherent in DOPMA. The flexibilities are listed
in Table 1.2 by the section of the FY 2019 NDAA in which they are introduced; the table
describes the new personnel policy and highlights the problem it is meant to address. The focus

of this report is on how the Air Force might make use of some of these management options.



Table 1.2. Officer Management Flexibilities Introduced in the Fiscal Year 2019 National Defense
Authorization Act

Flexibility Intent
Section 501: Repeal of requirement for the ability to Expands the recruitment pool to older officer
complete 20 years of service by age 62 as a qualification candidates who might bring more experience to the
for original appointment as a regular commissioned officer  service

Section 502: Enhancement of the availability of Enables the services to provide more incentive to
constructive service credit for private-sector training or experienced candidates by offering commissions at a
experience following original appointment as a higher pay grade

commissioned officer

Section 503: Standardized temporary promotion authority ~ Expands to all services the authority to award
across the military departments for officers in certain temporary promotions to ranks O-3 through O-6
grades with critical skills

Section 504: Authority for promotion boards to Provides more incentive to high-quality officers: After
recommend that officers of particular merit be placed promotion, they will pin on their new rank before
higher on a promotion list others

Section 505: Authority for officers to opt out of promotion Enables individuals in specified circumstances to
board consideration delay meeting a promotion board if doing so would be
in the interest of the service

Section 506: Applicability to additional officer grades of Officers in grades as low as O-2 can be considered
authority for continuation on active duty of officers in for continuation in grade after being passed over
certain military specialties and career tracks twice. Previously, officers had to be at least an O-4

for such consideration.

Section 507: Alternative promotion authority for officers in ~ This provision allows the services to establish
designated competitive categories different career or promotion paths for officers in
different competitive categories

Research Objectives

With the introduction of the new management flexibilities authorized by the FY 2019
NDAA, the Director of Military Force Management Policy, Deputy Chief of Staff for
Manpower, Personnel and Services, Headquarters U.S. Air Force, who is responsible for
establishing military force-management policies that guide the accession, assignment, evaluation,
management, and promotion of Air Force personnel, asked RAND Project Air Force (PAF) to
examine the potential utility of the new flexibilities for improving the management of Air Force
human capital .

More specifically, RAND PAF was asked to

e review and describe recent research and practice addressing generational differences and
similarities in work motivations and intentions

3 Authorization to create more-competitive categories existed before the FY 2019 NDAA, but the Air Force made
limited use of the option. As of FY 2019, the categories are Biomedical Sciences Corps (BSC), Chaplains (CHAP),
Dental Corps (DC), Judge Advocate General (JAG), Line of the Air Force (LAF), Medical Corps (MC), Medical
Service Corps (MSC), and Nurse Corps (NC). Most Air Force officers are in the broad LAF category (Air Force
Instruction [AFI] 36-2501).



e cxamine Air Force personnel knowledge, perceptions, and recommendations for the use
of human resource management flexibilities, including those introduced by the FY 2019
NDAA

e determine the potential impact of five flexibilities from the FY 2019 NDAA, specifically,
Sections 501, 502, 504, 505, and 507. Sections 503 and 506 were not considered to be
applicable to the career fields of interest to the sponsor.°

In addition, RAND PAF, in consultation with the sponsor, focused its evaluation on six

career fields that are of great interest to senior leadership or where there are concerns about
retention and promotions. Table 1.3 shows the career fields, the specialties included, and the
reason for including them.

Table 1.3. Career Fields Included in Our Evaluation of Personnel Management Flexibilities

Career Fields Reason for Focus
Combat Control (STO [13CX], CRO [13DX], ALO [13LX]) Retention
Contracting (64PX)
Cyber (17XX) Great interest
Space (13SX)
Pilots (11XX and 18XX)
Acquisition and Development Engineers (62EX, 63AX) Promotions

NOTES: ALO = air liaison officer; CRO = combat rescue officer; STO = special tactics officer. The multidomain
command and control field did not have any assigned personnel at the time of this research.

Research Approach

In conducting this research, the study team used a mixed-methods approach composed of
modeling, semistructured interviews, and literature review.

Modeling

We used RAND’s Military Career Model (MCM) to assess the potential consequences to the
workforce of some of the new management flexibilities—in particular, Sections 501, 502, 504,
and 507—and the implications of introducing new competitive categories. MCM is a
microsimulation model that tracks simulated officers over the course of their careers, beginning
from accession and extending through promotions and separation. MCM was first developed to
examine the effects of lengthening assignments and careers for active-duty officers (Schirmer et
al., 2006) and has since been used in studies related to personnel management, including the
evaluation of end-strength accounting rules (Schirmer, 2009) and the impact of institutional
requirements on the health of the space career field (Rothenberg et al., 2017).

6 We also were asked to examine the potential usefulness of increased cross-flow opportunities among some career
fields. Because this is not a newly authorized flexibility, we discuss it in Appendix A.



Adjusting variables in the model, such as accessions, promotion board timing, and promotion
opportunity, makes it possible to assess the potential consequences of some of the new
management flexibilities and of introducing new competitive categories.’

Semistructured Interviews

We also conducted 75 semistructured interviews with individuals in the rank of major (O-4)
or lieutenant colonel (O-5) in the six career fields of primary interest to the sponsor to gain
insight into their opinions about whether the flexibilities offered by the FY 2019 NDAA might
be useful for their career fields.® Table 1.4 shows the ranks of the individuals in each career field
that we interviewed.

Table 1.4. Interview Demographics

Rank
Lieutenant
Career Field Majors Colonels

Acquisition and Development Engineers 11 2
(62EX, 63AX)

Combat Control (STO [13CX], CRO [13DX], 6 6
ALO [13LX])

Contracting (64PX) 8 5
Cyber (17XX) 5 7
Pilots (11XX and 18XX) 5 7
Space (13SX) 6 7
Total 41 34

SOURCE: Descriptions of career fields were downloaded from Dedoose on August 14, 2019 (Dedoose, undated).

In addition to officers assigned to the career fields of interest, we also interviewed career
field managers (CFMs) over the selected career fields.’

Review of Relevant Literature

We also turned to the research literature to help assess the practicality of implementing some
of the FY 2019 NDAA flexibilities and what experiences civilian organizations have had using
similar policies. In addition, we reviewed recent research and practices addressing generational

7' See Appendix C for more model details. The model is able to reproduce existing grade structures when actual
values of these variables are used as inputs, giving us confidence that adjusting the variables to simulate the new
flexibilities provides a reasonable estimate of their potential impact.

8 Promotion rates from first lieutenant (O-2) to captain (O-3) and from O-3 to O-4 are virtually 100 percent, so
changes in promotion practices likely would have little impact on O-2s and O-3s facing promotion. For this reason,
we targeted O-4s and O-5s in our interviews.

9 Appendix E has more information on sample selection, conduct of the interviews, and the interview protocol used
for the interviews with the O-4s and O-5s in the six career fields of interest.



differences and similarities in work motivations and intentions to inform several aspects of the
analysis. This allowed us to better understand what motivates civilian workers and the potential
implications for Air Force policy decisions.!”

Organization of This Report

In the remainder of this report, we present the results of our analysis. Chapters 2 through 5
discuss the potential impacts of the five flexibilities of interest to the Air Force. In these chapters,
we show, through our modeling efforts, the implications of these flexibilities on the size and
grade distribution of the workforce and address the utility of these career-management options
from the perspective of the Air Force officers who work in or manage these career fields. Each
chapter presents insights from modeling and interviews. In Chapter 6, we summarize the findings
across the prior chapters for each flexibility examined and outline important issues the Air Force
must consider when implementing these career-management options.

Several appendixes add to these findings. Appendix A contains an analysis of the potential
usefulness of increasing the use of an existing flexibility, specifically cross-flow opportunities. In
Appendix B, we provide a framework for assessing the supply of candidates with the appropriate
skills for career fields that are considering using lateral entries to address personnel deficits.
Appendix C provides an overview of the MCM. In Appendix D, we summarize some additional
officer comments about career flexibilities from our interviews, and in Appendix E, we describe
our interview approach and include a copy of the interview protocol.

19 This literature review provides insight into the attitudes of members of the civilian workforce. It includes some
workforce flexibilities that were mentioned by officers we interviewed but are not among the flexibilities introduced
by the FY 2019 NDAA. Because of the extent of the literature review, it will be published separately.



2. Sections 501 and 502: Allowing Older Accessions and
Enhancing Constructive Credit

Allowing lateral entries is one way the Air Force might more flexibly manage officer careers
and career fields. By law, regular commissioned officers of the Army, Navy, Air Force, and
Marine Corps must retire at 62 years of age.!! Because officers may retire after 20 years of
service and receive retirement pay, one of the requirements for receiving an original officer
appointment was that an individual be able to complete 20 years of service by age 62.'? By
implication, this restriction meant that the services could not access individuals older than 42
years of age into the officer corps. Section 501 of the FY 2019 NDAA repeals this requirement,
making it easier for people to begin military service as an officer when older than 42.

In addition, in keeping with the idea of broadening the pool of potential officer candidates,
Section 502 of the FY 2019 NDAA allows service secretaries to grant

... [a]dditional [constructive] credit for special training or experience in a
particular officer career field as designated by the Secretary concerned, if such

training or experience is directly related to the operational needs of the armed
force concerned.

Constructive credit is used

... to provide grade and date of rank comparability for a person who begins
commissioned service after obtaining the additional education, training, or
experience required for appointment, designation, or assignment as a
commissioned officer in a professional field relative to a contemporary who
began commissioned service immediately after obtaining a baccalaureate degree.
(DoDI 1312.03, 2006, paragraph 6.1.2)

Prior to the passage of the FY 2019 NDAA, constructive credit for private-sector training
was capped at the amount required for original appointment in the grade of O-4 (i.e., 11 years).!?
Section 502 allows the services to award the constructive credit required for original
appointment up to the grade of O-6 and removes restrictions on career fields. According to a

I Retirement can be deferred under certain circumstances (see 10 U.S.C. § 1251).

12 8ee 10 U.S.C. § 3911, § 6323, and § 8911 for legislation governing retirement. Until the introduction of the BRS
in 2018, if someone left the military before completing 20 years of service, they received no retirement pay. For
information on the BRS, see Uniformed Services Blended Retirement System, undated.

13 AFI 36-2005, Table 11.1, shows that a minimum of 11 years must be awarded for the rank of major and also
notes that for BSC, MSC, and NC, the service credit awarded must be at least 14 years. Waivers are allowed.
According to paragraph 11.2.1 of AFI 36-2005, “The SAF may waive the entry grade limit of major to permit
appointment in the grades of lieutenant colonel or colonel to relieve manning shortfalls in a specialty, or prevent a
serious inequity in the appointment action. In these cases, credit is limited to the minimum amount required for
appointment in these grades.”



recent RAND report, “[t]he increased grade flexibility will enable the services to offer more
competitive rank and compensation to individuals with critical skill sets in order to meet service
needs” (Robbert et al., 2019, p. 76).

Although the flexibilities addressed in Sections 501 and 502 are technically separate
management tools, they could be used in tandem to allow lateral entry into the Air Force. That is,
although it might be the case that commissioning older people would increase the potential pool
of officers in general, it is likely that the older candidates the Air Force wants to attract are those
with talents and experience in career fields in which the Air Force has difficulty attracting skills.
Offering commissions at higher ranks and granting more constructive service credit not only
could serve as an incentive for experienced people to join the military but also could allow the
Air Force to place them in positions that warrant a rank higher than second lieutenant. In this
chapter, we present the potential implications of using these flexibilities, based on modeling, and
discuss officer perspectives about the potential usefulness of these flexibilities.

The Potential Impact of Using Section 501 and 502 Flexibilities

As of 2019, CFMs for the cyber operations career field (17X) have had difficulty filling
requirements for field-grade officers (FGOs; O-4 to O-6). This suggests that the career field
might benefit from bringing in officers at a higher grade (i.e., lateral entries), so we used it to test
the potential usefulness of the flexibilities introduced by Sections 501 and 502.'* We used the
MCM to address two questions:

1. Is it possible to satisfy cyber operations (17X) grade requirements given the career field’s

current structure and management practices?

2. Can Sections 501 and 502 help correct the imbalance of company and field-grade cyber

operations (17X) officers?

Problems with satisfying grade requirements for the cyber operations career fields are
illustrated in Figure 2.1. As shown by the left bar in the figure, as of September 2018, officer
distribution targets for the cyber operations career field were 50 percent company grade (second
lieutenant [O-1], O-2, and O-3) and 50 percent field grade (O-4, O-5 and O-6). We refer to this
as the required inventory distribution because it is the authorized grade structure the career field
seeks to maintain. In contrast, the current inventory (shown in the right column of Figure 2.1) is
composed of 63 percent company grade officers (CGOs) and 37 percent FGOs, which is out of
balance with the requirements.!> Given current structure and management practices, it appears

14 The impact of allowing lateral entries was tested for other career fields as well (see Appendix C for more
information).

