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Very little argunment exists anmongst Marines on the
guestion of whether the Marine Corps recruits and trains a high-
quality first-termforce. There is nuch debate, however, on how
well the Corps is doing at maintaining the quality of this force
through its retention efforts. There is nuch anecdotal evidence
that indicates that the Corps is failing to retain its best
peopl e and t hus weakening the quality of the career force.
However, the First Term Alignment Programis in fact building a
strong enlisted career force by retaining our best Mrines,
reduci ng our popul ati on of under-perform ng Marines, and
reenlisting a popul ati on whose average performance is better

than the first-term population it was drawn from

Backgr ound

The Marine Corps’ objective with regard to the enlisted
career force is “to provide the Marine Corps with the nost
qualified force by grade and MOS to support staffing al

aut hori zed career force billets.”?

The primary vehicle for
acconplishing this is the First Term Alignnment Plan (FTAP).
FTAP i s designed to encourage the best Marines to stay and

i mprove the quality of the career force. |In general ternms, the

program does this by requiring conpetition anong Mari nes who

YUnited States Marine Corps, MCO P1040.31J: Enlisted Retention and Career
Development Manual, 2004, 1-3



want to reenlist for the limted nunber of “boatspaces” (slots
for reenlistment) for each MOS. 2

More specifically, the programbegins with reenlistnent
target nunbers. Boatspaces for reenlistnment are assigned to
each MOS, based on what is needed to nmaintain the appropriate
career force nunbers. Reenlistnment-eligible Marines (those
whose EAS date falls within that particular fiscal year—
hereafter referred to as the FTAP popul ation) are then required
to conpete to achieve a boatspace within their MOS. Only
Marines who neet mni mum standards are allowed to conpete for
reenlistment (OF note here, only Marines with proficiency and
conduct marks above 4.0 are eligible to reenlist). Incentives
established for reenlistnment include extra pay, choice of duty
station, and seats at the nobst sought-after schools. Finally,
limted nunmbers of above-average Marines are pernmitted to
reenlist in their MOS even if it is full.?

Thi s conbi nation of policies should allow the Marine Corps
toretain its best, force out its worst, and give it a career
force that is of better quality than the first-termforce.
However, anecdotal evidence would seemto indicate that this is

not the case.

ZUnited States Marine Corps, MARADMIN 290/03 FY04 Enlisted Retention
Guidelines, 2003, 1-5
*United States Marine Corps, MARADMIN 290/03 FY04 Enlisted Retention
Guidelines, 2003, 1-5



Anecdot al Evi dence

One frequently heard story anpongst Marines is of the
stellar Marine who gets out. One of the best Marines in the
unit is up for reenlistnent, but is told by the career planner
that the only job available is sonmething he doesn't want to do
(recruiting, for exanple). Because he is a hard worker with
mlitary experience, he finds that he is in demand as a worker
inthe civilian world. He finds a job and so he reluctantly
| eaves the Corps.

The converse of this story is also told. A nediocre Mrine
just barely neeting the standard is up for reenlistnent. He's
not a hard worker and isn’t particularly interested in “poundi ng
t he pavenent” to find a job in the civilian world. He talks to
his career planner and is able to a job that suits him and thus
stays in the Marine Corps.

There are innunerable tales of how our best Marines are
| eaving the Corps and how the nediocre are allowed to continue
on. It is inplied that as we | ose our best Marines, the quality
of the population that remains is dimnished. Nunerous
expl anations are offered as to why FTAP (which should be
produci ng a high-quality career force) is unsuccessful in
retai ning our best people. Here are a few “The incentives are
unreliable and limted to MOS's where no one wants to stay.”

“Subst andard Marines slide by because all of the standards are



wai verable.” “It doesn’'t matter if there is conpetition for
boat spaces if none of the good people are conpeting.” A certain
amount of truth exists in all of these assertions, and
undoubtedly many of the stories about good individual Mrines
getting out are true. However, the statistical evidence

contradicts this view of Marine Corps retention.

Statistical Evidence

Retention rates conpared to proficiency and conduct marks
gives a true indication of howthe Marine Corps is doing inits
retention efforts. Manpower and Reserve Affairs provided
information on 24,064 first-term Mari nes who were up for
reenlistnment in FY 2004. O these Marines, 1,537 extended their
original enlistnment beyond FY 2004, thereby placing thensel ves
in the FY 2005 FTAP popul ation. This left 22,527 Marines in the
FY 2004 FTAP popul ation. O these Marines, 5,280 reenlisted,
for a reenlistment rate of 23.44%*

Proficiency and conduct nmarks are the standard neans of
eval uation for enlisted Marines below the rank of sergeant. As
per Marine Corps Order P1070. 12K (Marine Corps | ndividual
Records Adm ni stration Manual ), they are assigned according to

the foll ow ng scal e:

“*United States Marine Corps (Manpower and Reserve Affairs), Fiscal Year 2004
Ret enti on Dat abase



0.0to 1.9 Unaccept abl e
2.0to 2.9 Unsati sfactory
3.0to 3.9 Bel ow Aver age
4.0 to 4.4 Aver age

4.5 to 4.8 Excel | ent

4.9 to 5.0 Qut st andi ng®

This scal e does not necessarily reflect how the nunbers are
assigned in practice, however. Marks below 4.0 are very rarely
assigned wi thout disciplinary action being involved. A certain

anount of subjectivity and variation exists fromconmand to

Distribution of Proficiency and Conduct Marks (In Service) for FTAP Population FY 2004
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command in issuing the marks. Therefore it is necessary to
establish the average proficiency and conduct marks for the FY

2004 FTAP popul ation to give a benchmark for determ ning the

*United States Marine Corps, MCO P1070.12K Marine Corps Individual Records
Administration Manual, 2000, 123-125



guality of Marines. The average proficiency mark for the

popul ati on was 4.46. The average conduct mark for the

popul ati on was 4.43. The node score (the score occurring nost
often) was 4.5 for both proficiency and conduct. The popul ati on
was then divided into four groups: those with scores above 4.5
(our best Marines), those with scores between 4.4 and 4.5
(average Marines), those with scores between 4.0 and 4.3 (bel ow
average Marines), and those with scores below 4.0

(unsatisfactory Marines).?®

Reenlistment Rate/Proficiency
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FTAP Population (22,527 Proficiency 4.6-5.0 Proficiency 4.4-4.5 Proficiency 4.0-4.3 Proficiency <4.0 (341
Marines) (6,815 Marines) (11,951 Marines) (3,386 Marines) Marines)

The reenlistnent rates of those whose scores were above
4.5 show how well the Marine Corps is doing at retaining the

best Marines. The total nunber of Marines fromthe FY 2004 FTAP

®United States Marine Corps (Manpower and Reserve Affairs), Fiscal Year 2004
Ret enti on Dat abase



popul ati on whose proficiency was above 4.5 was 6,815. O these,
2,357 reenlisted, for a reenlistment rate of 34.59% The total
nunber of Marines whose conduct was above 4.5 was 6,497. O
these, 2302 reenlisted, for a reenlistnment rate of 35.43% Both
of these nunbers are nore than ten points higher than the
reenlistnment rate for the population as a whole (23.44% . The
Marine Corps is actually retaining its best Marines at a greater

rate than the overall FTAP popul ation.’

Reenlistment Rate/Conduct
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The groups below 4.4 exhibit the opposite. The total
nunber of Marines fromthe popul ati on whose proficiency was

between 4.0 and 4.3 was 3,386. O these, just 286 reenlisted—an

"United States Marine Corps (Manpower and Reserve Affairs), Fiscal Year 2004
Ret enti on Dat abase



8.45% reenlistment rate. The total nunber whose conduct was
between 4.0 and 4.3 was 4,381. O these 463 reenlisted—a 10.57%
reenlistment rate.®

The nunbers for Marines below 4.0 are even lower. O 341

whose proficiency was below 4.0, just nine reenlisted (2.64%.

Reenlistment Rates Compared to Proficiency and Conduct Marks (In Service)
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O 713 whose conduct was below 4.0, thirteen reenlisted (1.82%.

The bel ow average and substandard performers are reenlisting at
rates nore than ten points below the rate for the whol e

popul ation. A look at the chart above nmekes it even nore clear:
the higher a Marine’s proficiency and conduct marks, the nore

likely that Marine is to reenlist.?®

8United States Marine Corps (Manpower and Reserve Affairs), Fiscal Year 2004
Ret enti on Dat abase
United States Marine Corps (Manpower and Reserve Affairs), Fiscal Year 2004
Ret enti on Dat abase



The average proficiency of the population that reenlisted
is 4.52, nore than half a point higher than that of the FTAP
popul ati on. The average conduct of the popul ation that
reenlisted is 4.51, nearly 7/10 of a point higher than the FTAP
popul ati on. Both scores are nearly a full point higher than
that of those that left the Marine Corps. Thus the scores of
those that entered the career force in FY 2004 are significantly
hi gher than those of the first-term popul ati on they were drawn

from?®
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Concl usi on

Al t hough there are a ot of stories told in the Marine
Cor ps about how the best Marines are getting out, |eaving the
nmedi ocre to formthe backbone of the career force, this is
sinply not true. The statistical evidence denonstrates that the
First Term Alignment Programis building a strong enlisted
career force by retaining the best Marines, reducing the
popul ati on of under-performng Marines, and reenlisting a
popul ati on whose average performance is better than the first-

term population it was drawn from
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