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UNDERSTANDING AND MANAGING THE CAREER CONTINUANCE OF ENLISTED
SOLDIERS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Research Requirement:

Career continuance of U.S. Army Soldiers is critical for maintaining a strong and
effective volunteer force, and Soldier attrition and retention continue to be important concerns
for the Army. Retaining Soldiers through their initial training and beyond their first contract term
provides a number of important benefits: the Army's force level is maintained, institutional
knowledge is retained, personnel costs are reduced, and a steady supply of well-trained, new
leaders is prepared. The U.S. Army Research Institute for the Behavioral and Social Sciences
(ARI) and PDRI conducted a broad research initiative that was designed to improve the
continuance of the Army's enlisted Soldiers and junior officers. Titled "Strategies to Enhance
Retention” (STAY), this effort identified the factors influencing Soldiers' career continuance
decisions, modeled the decision process, and developed and tested several career continuance
interventions. The work described in the current report focuses on the enlisted portion of the
STAY project.

Procedure:

The first objective of the Enlisted STAY project was to develop a Career Continuance
Model by reviewing relevant literature and supplementing previously identified career
continuance factors with qualitative and quantitative data collected from interviews, focus
groups, and surveys. Interviews and focus groups across Training and Doctrine Command
(TRADOC) and Forces Command (FORSCOM) installations during FY06 and FYQ7 were
conducted to identify factors relevant for both enlisted attrition and retention. The FY06 Trainee
Inventory and Soldier Inventory were also developed and administered to further identify career
continuance factors and inform model development.

The second objective was to develop and pilot test interventions for decreasing attrition
and improving the career continuance among junior enlisted Soldiers and junior non-
commissioned officers (NCOs) in the Army. Interventions are theoretically driven, but provide
realistic, feasible ways to address career continuance, or tools and information that could be
employed in doing so. A two-phase process was used to identify, develop, and select a final set
of candidate interventions. In Phase 1, the continuance model and results from interviews, focus
groups, and surveys were used to guide the development and identification of approximately 34
potential interventions to improve enlisted career continuance. In Phase 2, we identified the most
promising intervention initiatives, further developed these initiatives, and evaluated their
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feasibility and potential success based on feedback from ARI and two Army Subject Matter
Expert (SME) advisory panels. Based on this feedback and senior Army leadership input, the
decision was made to further investigate two interventions: the Soldier Transition Survey and the
Unit Retention Climate Feedback System.

The Soldier Transition Survey was designed to provide timely, scientifically-based
information to help Army leadership understand, forecast, and manage reenlistment trends for
junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs. It focuses on the individual-level factors that drive
career continuance decisions, and how those factors can be influenced to increase retention. In
addition, three survey forms were created to examine the feasibility of using alternative
information sources, such as career counselors and Army Career Alumni Program (ACAP)
Transition Services Managers (TSMs), to serve as proxies for Soldiers. The concept was that
these proxy groups might provide reasonably accurate information regarding factors that
influence Soldiers' reenlistment decisions.

The second intervention, the Unit Retention Climate Feedback System, was developed to
gather information on shared unit-level perceptions influencing decisions to reenlist or leave the
Army. These unit-level perceptions regarding issues such as unit leadership and unit cohesion
might be measured and then reported to the unit leaders in a way that could help them identify
and address unit-level issues influencing their Soldiers' reenlistment decisions.

Findings:

Career Continuance Themes. Many career continuance themes emerged from the FY06
and FYO07 interviews and focus groups, reflecting a variety of reasons to stay in, as well as
reasons to leave the Army. These themes, including individual difference factors, perceived
alternatives to an Army career, sources of support, shocks (events that induce stress and often
drive reactions), and growth experiences early in an Army career, helped inform both model and
intervention development. The themes and factors are too numerous to list here; however,
commonly discussed factors influencing attrition included pre-existing mental or physical
difficulties, Family-related issues, poor adjustment to Army life, and financial problems.
Examples of factors influencing Army reenlistment decisions included pay/benefits, reenlistment
bonuses, deployment-related issues, Family support and adjustment, patriotism, job security, and
educational and leadership opportunities.

Career Continuance Model. These themes and factors helped to inform the development
of the enlisted Career Continuance Model. The model includes variables affecting continuance
propensity and risk of attrition during the period from Initial Entry Training through the enlisted
Soldier's mid- to later-career. It takes into account the growth and development of the Soldiers as
well as challenges or "shocks" they encounter early in their careers. Thus, individual
characteristics and personal resources, patriotic values, Family and organizational influences,
changing contexts, and economic and societal influences are factored into the model with overall
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organizational commitment as a proximal predictor of career continuance. Data from two
surveys, the Trainee Inventory (i.e., receptees) and the Soldier Inventory (i.e., E-1 to E-6), were
used to assess those factors included in the model at different points in Soldiers' careers.
Consistent with previous research on attrition, affective, normative, and continuance
commitment were significantly related to intentions to leave the Army, with affective
commitment contributing to a greater percent of the variance accounting for intent to leave.
Several individual difference characteristics including two personal resilience factors (i.e.,
resilience associated with meaningfulness of life, and resilience associated with the ability to
overcome challenges), self-efficacy, internal locus of control, and positive affectivity showed
positive relationships with affective commitment. Additionally, normative commitment was
positively related to patriotism and perceived NCO and officer leadership quality.

Career Continuance Interventions. The Soldier Transition Survey is one of the two
interventions developed to improve career continuance of junior enlisted Soldiers and junior
NCOs. The Soldier Transition Survey contained items covering 10 factors, including
MOS/Assignment, Career Progression, Deployments, Unit Leadership, Peers, Unit Cohesion,
Family Support/Concern, Quality of Life, Army Benefits, and Alternatives to an Army Career.
Healthcare benefits, retirement benefits, and job security/stability were among the most
important reasons to stay in the Active Army for recently reenlisted and in-reenlistment-window
junior enlisted Soldiers and NCOs. Alternatively, for those exiting and in their reenlistment
window, the most important reasons to leave the Active Army included the Army "Stop-Loss"
policy, the amount of time away from Family while deployed, and the amount of Family stress.
Responses on these items varied slightly by reenlistment status.

Results from the proxy groups showed a similar pattern of responses with regard to the
relative importance of various factors to the career continuance decision. Junior Soldiers and
NCOs who recently reenlisted in the Active Army had responses most similar to those of junior
Soldiers and NCOs who were in their reenlistment window and had indicated they were likely
staying in the Active Army. Likewise, responses from exiting junior Soldiers and NCOs very
closely resembled responses from junior Soldiers and NCOs who were in their reenlistment
window and indicated they were likely separating from the Army. Overall, the Soldier Transition
Survey appears to be a promising and useful initiative for Army leadership to understand,
forecast, and manage individual-level reenlistment trends of junior-level Soldiers and junior
NCOs. Further, the proxy sample analyses identified both Soldier and expert (career counselor
and Transition Services Manager) samples that can be used to closely approximate the career
continuance perceptions of recently reenlisted and separating junior-level Soldiers and NCOs.
These proxy groups would allow for the collection of accurate retention-related data in a timely,
cost-efficient manner.

The Unit Retention Climate Feedback System was designed to measure the unit-level
experiences and shared perceptions that influence Soldiers' retention decisions. It includes both a
survey assessing unit retention climate and a unit leadership feedback report summarizing unit-



level factors influencing Soldiers' attitudes and decisions regarding reenlistment. The survey
contains items covering nine content areas that may influence Soldiers' reenlistment decisions,
including: Personal Factors Related to Army Retention; Army Experiences; Spouse and Family
Support; Garrison and Deployed Experiences; Career Progression; Unit Cohesion & Support;
Junior NCO, Senior NCO, and Officer Unit Leadership; Retention Personnel; and Reenlistment
Options and Incentives. Administered at the company level, the survey results are compiled and
summarized in a feedback report designed to inform unit leadership of the retention climate in
their unit. The feedback report is intended to provide actionable information and guidance that
commanders can use to improve their unit's retention climate and subsequently enhance unit
reenlistment rates.

To evaluate the unit-level retention concept, we pilot tested the survey to determine if
retention climate differed meaningfully across units. In addition to the survey results, we
obtained retention mission accomplishment data for individual units. Results indicated that the
six assessed companies varied greatly both in their ability to meet unit retention goals, as well as
in the shared perceptions of unit reenlistment plans. Results from a pilot test of the survey
demonstrated differences among companies on several dimensions, and these differences were
related to unit retention outcome measures. Further, senior company leaders indicated that the
survey and feedback system can serve as useful tools for unit leaders to diagnose important
retention issues.

Utilization and Dissemination of Findings:

The overall goal for the project was to build on prior research and develop a model to
(1) better understand the career continuance decision process, and (2) provide systematic
direction for future efforts to influence those decisions though interventions and policy decisions.
This model can help guide and organize future attrition and retention research efforts, minimize
duplicate and disjointed research going forward, and provide a way to integrate studies done on
other military institutions and in other countries. The development of the process model of the
career continuance decision process constitutes an intersection of theoretical development and
empirical testing. It takes into account the growth and development of the Soldiers as well as
challenges or "shocks" they encounter during their careers. This dynamic approach broadens its
utility in that changing contexts and economic and societal influences can be factored into
understanding why Soldiers leave or stay.

Further, we refined our understanding of what impacts career continuance decisions by
gathering input directly from Soldiers, NCOs, officers, and other Army SMEs. This included
input from enlisted Soldiers at virtually all points over the NCO career, from receptees on their
first day through E-9s. Their input came in the form of surveys, interviews, and focus groups;
combining anecdotal, empirical and highly specific SME input. The interventions are
theoretically driven, but provide realistic, feasible ways to address career continuance. Although
this report focuses primarily on the two interventions that were pilot tested, over the course of
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the project we compiled an extensive list of potential interventions to address retention and
attrition at the individual and unit levels. This list provides a valuable starting point for future
intervention development, as the initial explorations of feasibility and first steps are already in
place. Finally, the two career continuance interventions, the Soldier Transition Survey and Unit
Retention Climate Feedback System, are two products that can be used immediately or with
limited adaptation by the Army to monitor and influence junior enlisted and NCO reenlistment.
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION!
U. Christean Kubisiak and Mark C. Young

This chapter presents the project rationale and goals, and provides a general overview of the
report.

The U.S. Army requires large numbers of Soldiers who have or can develop the qualities
needed for high job performance and organizational effectiveness. Recruitment of personnel into
the Army is of course essential for building a force with the needed qualities (White, Young, &
Rumsey, 2001). A ready force, however, also requires Soldiers who stay with the Army for
significant periods of time. This places focus on Soldiers’ completion of the initial service
obligation and then their continuance in service beyond that obligation.

When this project began, attrition in the Army was significant in that about one in three
Soldiers did not complete their first contract term (Strickland, 2005). In addition, results from an
end-of-training survey showed that of those Soldiers successfully completing training, 36%
reported attrition "seemed likely" sometime during their training (Sipes & Strickland, 2002).
Thus, attrition was a distinct possibility for many of those who "made it," over and above those
who did attrit. During the past several years, much research on the causes of first-term enlisted
attrition has been conducted by the U.S. Army Research Institute for the Behavioral and Social
Sciences (ARI) and other organizations (e.g., Buddin, 2005; Knapik, Jones, Hauret, Darakjy, &
Piskator, 2004; Kubisiak, Lentz, Connell, Tuttle, Horgen, Borman, Young & Morath, 2005).

The retention of Soldiers after their first term of enlistment is also critical to maintaining
the force. Retaining Soldiers with high levels of motivation and capabilities for service
performance will be critical as the Army continues to move to set and balance conditions for the
future. The Army needs practices and prevention strategies that address the full complexity of
the factors influencing both first-term completion and reenlistment. These strategies also need to
help the Army attract and retain Soldiers whose motivations and capabilities fit the emerging
performance requirements of the future Army.

! The work described in this report was executed by Personnel Decisions Research Institutes (PDRI), under contract
with the U.S. Army Research Institute for the Behavioral and Socials Sciences (ARI). PDRI and ARI worked in
close collaboration throughout this effort, and ARl made significant contributions to both its planning and execution.
Chris Kubisiak served as PDRI’s project manager, and Mark Young was ARI’s contract monitor.




The Enlisted STAY Project

To help address these issues, ARI sponsored a three-year research program, titled
"Strategies to Enhance Retention” (code named "STAY"). STAY was designed to improve the
continuance of the Army's junior officers and enlisted Soldiers, with a focus primarily on Active
Army personnel. The goals of the STAY project involved creation of a scientifically defensible
conceptual model for understanding the career continuance decision process. The idea was to
provide an understanding of the attrition and retention decision process in a way that would be
useful for developing sustainable interventions that the Army could use to enhance the career
continuance of qualified officers and enlisted Soldiers. Thus, the STAY project was action
oriented, that is, intended to move beyond an identification of the underlying causes of attrition
and retention and toward the implementation of interventions that would support the future
Army.

The work described in this report is concerned with the enlisted portion of STAY, which
was focused on enhancing first-term contract completion and the reenlistment of junior enlisted
Soldiers (E-1 through E-4) and junior non-commissioned officers (NCOs; E-5 through E-6).
More specifically, the objectives were to examine continuance as an evolving decision process
that takes place over time and to identify relevant factors that significantly influence junior
enlisted Soldiers' and junior NCOs' career continuance decisions, including both individual- and
unit-level factors. This is particularly important to sustaining current troop levels and meeting the
Army's future force requirements. Throughout Initial Entry Training (IET) and into the Soldier's
first unit of assignment, the Army invests considerable resources in the development of qualified
Soldiers.

This effort came at a time when the Army shifted from facing a number of recruiting and
retention challenges to an era of economic recession and increased propensity to enlist in the
general population. During this time, the Army transitioned to the "Future Force" and was
engaged in the Global War on Terror (GWOT). Although challenged, the Army was meeting
established goals for enlisted first-term completion and reenlistment, making this an opportune
time to study career continuance.

The work described in this report transcends the current environment, as we gathered
information from many sources and time periods to compile a comprehensive picture of Soldier
career continuance. This was particularly important as previous research was collected under
less rapid operational tempo and deployment cycles. The relationships between factors that
influence Soldiers' decisions are certainly influenced by contextual factors, such as economic and
labor market conditions, and we have built that into the work done here, both in the model and
the points addressed by the interventions. But the benefits gained from the work should still be



valid, regardless of what changes the future brings. That is, the real utility of this project lies in
understanding the interrelationships among these variables and how they can best be assessed
and evaluated.

Considerable research on attrition and retention has preceded this effort, (e.g., Buddin,
2005; Knapik, Jones, Hauret, Darakjy, & Piskator, 2004; Kubisiak, Lentz, Connell, Tuttle,
Horgen, Borman, Young & Morath, 2005; Strickland, 2005), and the intention of the Enlisted
STAY Project was to consolidate and build on that work. That is, an overall goal for the project
was to build on research that has been conducted before and develop a coherent framework that
could be used to (1) better understand the career continuance decision process, and (2) provide
systematic direction for future efforts to influence those decisions, whether though interventions
or policy decisions. This framework would help minimize duplicate and disjointed efforts going
forward, and it would provide a way to integrate studies done on other military institutions and in
other countries.

The work described in this report represents a significant step forward in building on
previous efforts in a number of ways. We refined the then available understanding of what
impacts career continuance decisions by gathering input directly from Soldiers, NCOs, officers,
and other Army Subject Matter Experts (SMES). This included input from Soldiers at virtually
all points over the NCO career, from receptees on their first day through E-9s. Their input came
in the form of surveys, interviews and focus groups, combining anecdotal, empirical, and highly
specific SME input. This input provided insight into how the career continuance decision process
differed among Soldiers, and at different stages in a Soldier’s career. Involving all of these
individuals not only supported and updated the existing literature; it also created buy-in among
the Soldiers who participated and enhanced prospects for the project's credibility with future
audiences. Such credibility is especially important to future successful implementation of the
interventions developed as part of the project.

The work described here on enlisted retention was conducted in conjunction with a
parallel effort that was directly focused on officer retention (Johnson, Hezlett, Mael, &
Schneider, 2009). Wherever possible, we worked together with the officer project team, and
many of the data collections and meetings described in this report were conducted jointly.
Further, both teams were able to leverage information gathered by the other to improve our
understanding of Soldier and officer career continuance. This coordinated effort was intended to
result in cohesive products and outcomes that would maximally benefit the Army and yield the
most meaningful results.



Research Goals

The goal of this project was to investigate and understand Soldier first-term completion
and reenlistment decisions, and to assist the Army in developing interventions to decrease
attrition and increase the propensity to reenlist. That original goal was later amended to include
junior NCOs, as discussed later in the report. The target group for this research included entry-
level Soldiers through junior NCOs (E-5 and E-6). Overall, the intent was to build on prior
research on Soldier career continuance by providing new tools to help integrate and understand
those efforts. Additionally, we planned to utilize this new frame of reference to develop new
methods for effectively influencing career continuance decisions.

Our first objective was to develop a theoretical model of Soldier career continuance. This
model includes variables affecting continuance propensity and risk of attrition during the period
from Initial Entry Training through the midpoint of a Soldier's career (i.e., at the rank of staff
sergeant, E-6). Additionally, the model was intended to help guide the identification of the
interventions for effective management of continuance. Our second objective was to recommend,
develop, and empirically evaluate interventions for decreasing attrition rates and improving the
career continuance among junior enlisted Soldiers and NCOs.

The processes undertaken to achieve these goals were to benefit from and inform each
other as the work was completed. That is, information gathered to develop potential interventions
was used to develop the model, and insights gained from the model development directly fed into
the selection of interventions.

Project Progression and Report Roadmap

This section provides a brief overview of the steps taken to complete the Enlisted STAY
project and the linkage of these steps with the report chapters.

An overview of the project's research approach and corresponding report chapters is
summarized in Figure 1.1. The figure highlights the two parallel tracks that were the key feature
of our research approach. These two integrated tracks were (1) the Career Continuance Model
development effort, and (2) the development of career continuance interventions (see Figure 1.1,
upper and lower boxes respectively). The figure also highlights the importance of data
collections and expert input in supporting the work done on the model development and
interventions. The primary objectives of the report chapters are summarized in Table 1.1. It may
be helpful for the reader to periodically refer back to Figure 1.1 and Table 1.1 while reading the
report. Figure 1.2 displays the timeline of Army personnel and subject matter expert support,
which is partially described in the remaining portion of this section.



Research and Report Roadmap

Figure 1-1. Linkage between research tracks and report chapters



Table 1-1. Report Overview

Chapter Title

Purpose

1.

Introduction

This chapter presents the project rationale and goals, and
provides a general overview of the report.

Identifying Career
Continuance Factors

This chapter describes the process, including literature reviews,
interviews, and focus groups, used to identify factors influencing
enlisted Soldiers' career continuance decisions. We describe the
continuance themes and factors that emerged for junior enlisted
Soldiers and junior NCOs. These factors were subsequently used
to inform the development of the enlisted Career Continuance
Model (Chapter 3) and project interventions (Chapters 4-6).

A Model of Enlisted Career
Continuance

This chapter describes the rationale, development, and
preliminary evaluation of a dynamic process model of enlisted
career continuance. The model was used to help inform the
selection of candidate career continuance interventions.

Intervention Concept
Development

This chapter documents the sequential process by which
candidate career continuance intervention concepts were
identified, developed, and selected for preliminary testing and
evaluation. The candidate intervention concepts considered over
the course of the process are described, and the two that were
chosen for further development and preliminary testing are more
fully described in Chapters 5 and 6.

Soldier Transition Survey

Chapter 5 describes the development and initial testing of the
Soldier Transition Survey. The immediate goal was to develop an
instrument to identify the reasons that junior Soldiers and NCOs
decide to stay in or separate from the Active Army. Additionally,
we identified and evaluated alternative sources for collecting this
career continuance information more efficiently in the future.

Unit Retention Climate
Feedback System

This chapter describes the concept development and initial testing
of a Unit Retention Climate Feedback System. The goal of this
intervention is to provide feedback to commanders on unit-level
retention factors within their units, and provide guidance on what
they might do to enhance retention climate—and ultimately,
Soldier retention.

Summary and Conclusions

This chapter summarizes the primary lessons learned from the
project, and provides recommendations to guide the Army's
efforts to manage Soldier continuance in the future.




Identifying Career Continuance Factors (Chapter 2)

We started by identifying potential factors that influence the continuance of enlisted
Soldiers. We gathered as much information as possible regarding Soldier attrition and retention.
This included reviews of existing literature, including published articles, papers, technical
reports, previous reviews, and briefings made available to the research team by ARI and other
contacts. We also gathered information from Subject Matter Experts (SMESs) in meetings and at
conferences and consortia around the country. This effort yielded two reports, one on Soldier
attrition (Kubisiak, et al., 2009) and one on Soldier retention (Bryant, et al., 2009). The process
is described in greater depth in Chapter 2.

We used the information obtained for those reports to prepare protocols for focus groups
with officers and enlisted Soldiers. The participants in these sessions represented the entire chain
of command up to the brigade command level. We conducted these interviews and focus groups
in order to better direct our efforts in terms of understanding the context in which Soldiers are
working, what influences their perceptions of their jobs and career alternatives, and how world
events were influencing the Army. The sessions were conducted at a number of Army
installations around the country, as described in the chapters that follow.

Speaking directly to these individuals was crucial to the overall effort, in that we wanted
to maximize the likelihood that (1) results from our literature review were still relevant and
accurate; (2) although many different valid perspectives were presented, there was a sufficient
degree of consensus throughout the chain of command regarding how these issues are
understood; (3) our conceptualization of the factors involved were meaningful, relevant, and
would be of use to the Soldiers involved; and (4) we would create buy-in and credibility by
involving Soldiers, NCOs, and officers themselves throughout the process. Involving these
participants in the overall framing of the career continuance issues differentiates this project
from some of the prior efforts in that it provides a field test of the constructs and hypotheses that
are typically investigated, and allows the end users of the research to weigh in on what matters
and how it can be utilized. This useful practice was repeatedly applied throughout the course of
the project.

A Model of Enlisted Career Continuance (Chapter 3)

At the same time the focus groups were being conducted, other members of the research
team began work on developing the Soldier Career Continuance Model, reviewing previous
literature, and attending some of the focus groups. Results of focus group sessions were shared
throughout the research team, leading to the development of a survey to be administered to
Soldiers to help develop an initial, working model, the development of which is described in
Chapter 3. Additional background on the initial model development efforts can be found in
Weiss, llgen & Borman (2008). The surveys created for model development purposes were
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administered in the Fall of 2006. These data yielded a wealth of useful information regarding
which of the initially identified factors would provide meaningful variance, and what areas of the
model could be empirically verified. The survey results, the literature reviews, and the focus
group results were used to develop the initial model.

We also developed a Model Testing survey that was used to empirically evaluate portions
of the Career Continuance Model. This survey was administered to junior Soldiers and NCOs at
various early to mid-career stages at Army installations around the U. S. These data were then
used to determine whether the proposed interrelationships among the variables in the model
could be verified in a large, independent military sample. The survey and its administration are
described in Chapter 3, along with the model testing results.

Intervention Concept Development (Chapter 4)

Information obtained from our literature reviews, data collections (focus groups,
interviews, and surveys), and the initial model were used to establish an initial set of
interventions to be used to address Soldier attrition and retention. We defined "intervention™
broadly, to include any behaviorally-based policy, procedure, strategy, or programs that were
created to have a positive impact on enhancing career continuance. Interventions were also
considered across a wide continuum regarding their stage of specification and development. At
one extreme, an intervention might include a fully specified and developed program that is ready
for implementation and evaluation. At the other extreme, an intervention might involve the
development and evaluation of a concept for a program or strategy that could not be fully
developed within the timeframe of this project. The process of intervention identification and
selection is described in Chapter 4.

The identification of candidate interventions began with a focus on their general
functional requirements (vs. detailed technical specifications), and the pool of candidates was
deliberately made to provide as broad an array of options as possible. The next step was to
evaluate the candidate interventions to determine which interventions would be viable for further
development. This evaluation was done with the help of a Technical Panel of SMEs who had
insight into whether the interventions were feasible in an Army context.

After the Technical Panel provided their feedback, the list of possible interventions was
reduced to a smaller number of viable candidates, and these were further developed. For each
intervention, we generated a description of the needs it addressed, its objectives, how it would be
implemented, and plans for evaluation of its effectiveness. This pool of candidate interventions
was then presented to a Military Advisory Panel and narrowed to a final set of "best bet"
interventions. These "best bet" interventions also included a few newly considered concepts that
were recommended by the Panel and other experts.



In response to input provided by the Army leadership, we implemented the two “best bet”
interventions that are described in Chapters 5 and 6: (1) the Soldier Transition Survey, and (2)
the Unit Retention Climate Feedback System. These interventions focus on retention, but also
have relevance for addressing attrition. Again, the detailed description of this intervention
selection process is presented in Chapter 4.

To advance the development of the two selected interventions, we conducted another
round of focus groups to inform the development of the Unit Retention Climate Feedback
System and the Soldier Transition Survey. These focus group sessions resulted in SME input on
the content and implementation of the interventions, and are described in the chapters covering
the respective interventions.

Soldier Transition Survey (Chapter 5)

The Soldier Transition Survey was designed to provide timely, scientifically-based
information to help Army leadership understand, forecast, and manage reenlistment trends for
junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs. Essentially, it focuses on the individual-level factors
that drive career continuance decisions, and how those factors can be influenced to increase
retention. In addition to providing this information, the survey meets a secondary goal of
examining the feasibility of using alternative sources of information to serve as proxies for
separating Soldiers. The concept here is that these proxy groups might provide reasonably
accurate information regarding factors that influence Soldiers' reenlistment decisions, but from a
more accessible source.

We gathered Soldier Transition Survey data from Army posts both within and outside of
the continental United States. Survey data were collected from separating Soldiers, Soldiers
serving in their units, and SMEs who worked with Soldiers. These data were used to address the
questions of what influences career continuance decisions for junior Soldiers and NCOs, and
whether the different respondents (e.g., Soldiers and SMESs) provide consistent results. The
survey findings are discussed in detail in Chapter 5.

Unit Retention Climate Feedback System (Chapter 6)

The Unit Retention Climate Feedback System intervention was based on the following
ideas: (1) that there are shared attitudes and perceptions among the Soldiers composing a unit
that pertain to retention-related issues within that unit, (2) that these shared perceptions directly
impact their likelihood of reenlistment, and (3) that actions directed toward influencing the
shared perceptions can help to manage career continuance. Unlike the Soldier Transition Survey,
it clearly focuses on unit-level factors. Retention-related perceptions can be measured and
reported to the unit leaders in a way that can help them identify and address issues influencing

their Soldiers' reenlistment decisions. This intervention includes a survey that assesses unit
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retention climate, and a unit leadership feedback report that summarizes unit-level factors
influencing Soldiers' attitudes and decisions regarding reenlistment. After developing the survey
instrument for the Unit Retention Climate Feedback System, we collected survey data, and at the
same time conducted focus groups with the company commanders of the Soldiers who filled out
the instrument. These sessions enabled us to prepare a draft version of the feedback report for
evaluation by SMEs in a later set of workshops. Chapter 6 of this report describes the results and
the lessons learned from the Unit Retention Climate Feedback System evaluation.

Summary and Conclusions (Chapter 7)

The final chapter integrates the results from the three-year Enlisted STAY project and
provides recommendations for future directions in Army attrition and retention research and
intervention work.
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CHAPTER 2 - IDENTIFYING CAREER CONTINUANCE FACTORS

Rebecca H. Bryant, Elizabeth Lentz, U. Christean Kubisiak, Kristen E. Horgen, Jay Dorio,
Anna L. Tolentino, and Mark C. Young

This chapter describes the process, including literature reviews, interviews, and focus groups,
used to identify factors influencing enlisted Soldiers’ career continuance decisions. We describe
the continuance themes and factors that emerged for junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs.
These factors were subsequently used to inform the development of the enlisted Career
Continuance Model (Chapter 3) and project interventions (Chapters 4-6).

Introduction

One of the first steps of the STAY project was to gain insight into the various factors
influencing career continuance decisions among enlisted Soldiers and junior non-commissioned
officers (NCOs). Specifically, our goal was to identify and understand a wide range of factors —
both internal and external to the Army — that play a role in Soldiers' decisions to attrit or reenlist.

Several other research projects have investigated this topic and a wide range of career
continuance factors have been identified. One of the most recent large-scale projects to examine
career continuance among U.S. Army Soldiers was Project First Term (Strickland, 2005), a
multi-year longitudinal examination of Soldier attrition and reenlistment. Also, a more recent
report developed under the Enlisted STAY project provided additional information on enhancing
career continuance. These reports focused on interventions for addressing both military attrition
(Kubisiak, Lentz, Horgen, Bryant, Connell, Tuttle, Borman, Young, & Morath, 2009) and
Soldier retention (Bryant, Tolentino, Borman, Horgen, Kubisiak, & Lentz, 2009).

Although the findings from Project First Term and other prior attrition and retention
research efforts (e.g., Ramsberger, Legree, & Sun, 2004; see Ramsberger & Babin, 2005 for a
review) provided us with a great starting point for understanding career continuance decisions
and the efforts to address these continuance-related issues, we elected to supplement this
knowledge with additional data collection efforts. Given the challenges facing Soldiers (e.g.,
high Operations Tempo or OPTEMPO, and the Global War on Terror) during the period of the
STAY project, much of the research conducted earlier may not have fully captured the decision-
making processes and factors that have more recently affected the decision to stay in or leave the
Army. Thus, collecting additional data was necessary to verify and update the existing
knowledge base.

Additionally, a major objective of the STAY project was to develop a model of career
continuance. In order to fully understand the intricacies of the decision-making process and
subsequently model career continuance decisions, we gathered qualitative and anecdotal

13




information directly from Soldiers and junior NCOs. Thus, another reason we chose to collect
new data, rather than rely solely on prior research efforts, was to inform our Career Continuance
Model. Similarly, our data collection efforts were instrumental to another major objective of the
STAY project: to find promising interventions for addressing career continuance decisions
among Soldiers and junior NCOs.

This chapter describes the career continuance themes and factors identified in our data
collection efforts. Specifically, we describe the attrition-related themes and factors that emerged
for junior level Soldiers, as well as the major factors influencing reenlistment decisions among
both Soldiers and junior NCOs. Given the complex nature of the decision to stay in or leave the
Army, we examined it as one that evolves over time, rather than an isolated, one-time event.

The career continuance factors described in this chapter helped set the stage for the
remainder of the Enlisted STAY project. Specifically, the career continuance themes and factors
helped inform the development of the Career Continuance Model, as well as identify potential
interventions for addressing attrition and retention in the Army.

Interviews and Focus Groups

The career continuance factors and themes described later in this chapter were
determined based on interviews and focus groups conducted in FY06 and FY07. The goal of the
interviews and focus groups was to gather broad information associated with enlisted Soldier and
junior NCO career continuance in the Army. Specifically, information was collected regarding:
1) issues that influence Soldiers’ decisions to leave or stay in the Army; 2) actual and potential
career continuance interventions; 3) perceived effectiveness of these interventions; and 4)
suitability of these interventions for use in other Army units.

The research team developed interview and focus group protocols to ensure collection of
the desired information and to maintain consistency across data collections. The interview and
focus group protocols were created to elicit information around several important topic areas or
themes in the career continuance decision process (e.g., reasons Soldiers join the Army,
events/shocks during Initial Entry Training (IET), reasons Soldiers reenlist, perceived
alternatives to an Army career). These themes were developed from literature reviews and input
from the U.S. Army Research Institute (ARI).

Further, when necessary, protocols were modified for subsequent data collections to
address additional themes that were generated in previous sessions. Research team members took
detailed notes during the sessions. Next, the research team examined and organized the content
by the major themes (i.e., discussion topic areas) and parsed out major factors (i.e., specific
reasons) that Soldiers reported as influencing decisions to leave or stay in the Army, both early
in training and later in their Army careers.
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To gather this information and gain diverse perspectives, we met with a variety of Active
Army personnel, including enlisted Soldiers, NCOs and drill sergeants, and commissioned
officers. The FY06 data collection effort focused on the career continuance of junior level
Soldiers, while the FYQ7 data collection effort focused on junior NCOs. For both data collection
efforts, we focused on Active Army personnel. The information collected in the interviews and
focus groups was used to: 1) inform the preliminary Career Continuance Model; 2) develop
items for survey materials; and 3) inform development of potential interventions. The FY06 and
FYO07 interviews and focus groups are described in depth below, including a detailed breakdown
of sample characteristics.

FY06 Interviews and Focus Groups

Individual interviews and focus groups were conducted across Army Training and
Doctrine Command (TRADOC) and Army Forces Command (FORSCOM) installations during
FY06. The goals of the interviews and focus groups were to investigate factors associated with
junior enlisted Soldier career continuance in the Army, identify actual and potential career
continuance interventions, document the perceived effectiveness of existing interventions, and
determine the suitability of these interventions for use in other Army units. In our first effort, we
focused on identifying themes and factors relevant to both attrition and reenlistment among
Soldiers in their first contract term.

TRADOC

Drill sergeants were interviewed at two Army TRADOC installations. Interview sessions
were held at Fort Benning, Georgia and at Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri in Fall 2006. We
conducted individual interviews with 23 drill sergeants, including Basic Combat Training (BCT),
Advanced Individual Training (AIT), and One Station Unit Training (OSUT) drill sergeants. To
protect the anonymity of the drill sergeant participants, demographic information was not
recorded.

FORSCOM

Interviews and focus group sessions were held with seven Army Brigades at four
FORSCOM installations in the continental U.S.: Fort Hood, Texas and Fort Riley, Kansas in
Spring 2006; Fort Lewis, Washington in Summer 2006; and Fort Carson, Colorado in Fall 2006.
Commissioned officers and NCOs in each Brigade's chain of command were interviewed.
Specifically, commissioned officers interviewed included captains and lieutenants who served as
company commanders and platoon leaders. The NCO interviews included first sergeants,
sergeants first class, staff sergeants, and sergeants. We were particularly interested in NCOs who
had a great deal of contact with Soldiers, such as platoon sergeants and squad leaders. To protect
the anonymity of these individuals, demographic information was not recorded.
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A total of 386 enlisted Soldiers participated in the focus group sessions. Of those, 139
participated at Fort Hood, 162 participated at Fort Riley, and 85 participated at Fort Lewis. The
majority of participants were male (89.1%). The number of female participants ranged from
3.7% to 25.9% across installations.

Most Soldiers were between 20 and 24 years of age (65.3%), but ranged from under 20
(8.5%) to between 35 and 39 years old (1.3%). Soldiers reported their ethnicity as White
(68.1%); Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish ancestry (16.1%); Black or African American (14.8%);
American Indian or Alaska Native (4.9%); Asian (2.8%); or Native Hawaiian or other Pacific
Islander (0.5%). Because some participants endorsed more than one ethnicity response option,
percentages exceed 100.

The majority of Soldiers who participated in the focus groups reported earning a high
school diploma (65.0%), with some having one to two years of college (23.8%) and some
reporting an Associate's degree (3.4%) or a Bachelor's degree (2.6%).

Table 2-1 provides the specific demographic information for those Soldiers who
participated in the FY06 focus groups, including gender, age, ethnicity, and education. Results
are provided for the total sample and the range of values across installations.
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Table 2-1. FY06 FORSCOM Focus Group Soldier Demographic Information

Range Across

Total Installations
N % Min % Max %
Total 386 100 22.0 42.0
Gender
Male 344 89.1 71.8 96.3
Female 39 10.1 3.7 25.9
Missing 3 0.8 0.0 2.4
Age
under 20 yrs old 33 8.5 4.3 15.3
20-24 yrs old 252 65.3 60.0 69.8
25-29 yrs old 75 194 18.7 20.0
30-34 yrs old 21 54 2.4 7.9
35-39 yrs old 5 1.3 0.7 2.4
Race/Ethnicity
White 263 68.1 64.0 71.8
Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish 62 16.1 14.8 18.0
E;A:i)é::;’ Mexican American, or 30 78 5.9 108
Puerto Rican 10 2.6 1.4 3.5
Cuban 4 1.0 0.0 1.9
Other Hispanic/Spanish 18 4.7 3.7 5.8
Black or African American 57 14.8 12.9 15.4
American Indian or Alaska Native 19 4.9 3.5 6.5
Asian 11 2.8 2.2 3.5
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific ) 05 0.0 0.7

Islander
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Table 2-1. FY06 FORSCOM Focus Group Soldier Demographic Information (continued)

Total Range Across

Installations

N % Min% Max %
Highest Education Completed
Some High School or less, but no diploma, 4 1.0 0.6 1.4
certificate, or GED
High School diploma/GED 251 650 604 685
1to 2 yrs of college, but no degree 92 238 210 259
Associate degree 13 34 12 4.3
3to 4 yrs of college, but no degree 4 10 06 14
Bachelor's degree 10 26 19 3.6
A year or more of graduate credit, but no 2 0.5 0.0 1.2
graduate degree

10 2.6 1.2 3.6

Missing
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Most focus group sessions were divided by rank (i.e., junior enlisted versus junior
NCOs). The majority of Soldiers held the rank of corporal or specialist (50.3%) or private first
class (31.9%). A small number of sergeants (6.7%), and staff sergeants (0.8%) also participated.
Soldiers were primarily stationed in Combat Arms units (52.8%) or Combat Support units
(26.2%).

Table 2-2 shows position information for those Soldiers who participated in the focus
groups, including rank and current unit. Results are provided for the total sample as well as the
range of values across installations.

Table 2-2. FY06 FORSCOM Focus Group Soldier Position Information
Range Across

Total Installations
N % Min% Max %

Rank

PV1 8 2.1 1.4 3.5
PV2 32 8.3 4.9 17.6
PFC 123 31.9 26.6 45.9
CPL/SPC 194 50.3 32.9 58.0
SGT 26 6.7 0.0 115
SSG 3 0.8 0.0 2.2
Current Unit*

Combat Arms (CA) 204 52.8 40.0 63.6
Combat Support (CS) 101 26.2 20.4 42.4
Combat Service Support (CSS) 34 8.8 6.2 115
Allied Command 1 0.3 0.0 0.6
Other Command 11 2.8 0.0 7.9
Do not know 24 6.2 5.8 6.8
Missing 11 2.8 2.4 3.6

* At the time the survey was conducted, these labels were used to categorize units. Since that
time, the categories have been renamed as follows: Combat Arms is Maneuver Fires and
Effects Division; Combat Support is Operational Support Division; and Combat Service
Support is Force Sustainment Division.
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Table 2-3 shows Family background for Soldiers who participated in the focus groups,
including marital status, number of dependent children, and Family adjustment to Army life.
Results are provided for the total sample and the range of values across installations.

Table 2-3. FY06 FORSCOM Focus Group Soldier Family Background

Range Across

Total Installations

N % Min % Max %
Marital Status
Single and never married 201 52.1 47.5 58.3
Married for the first time 141 36.5 30.2 41.2
Remarried, was divorced or widowed 10 2.6 1.2 4.3
Legally separated or filing for divorce 19 4.9 35 5.8
Divorced 15 3.9 3.5 4.3
Dependent Children
None 242 62.7 58.6 69.1
One 51 13.2 9.4 16.0
Two or more o4 14.0 10.6 154
Missing 39 10.1 7.2 15.3
Dependent Children Currently Living With You
None 270 69.9 66.7 74.8
One 38 9.8 7.9 11.7
Two or more 37 9.6 4.7 11.7
Missing 41 10.6 7.2 17.6
Family Adjustment
Extremely well 35 9.1 8.6 10.6
Very Well 56 14.5 13.6 16.5
Well 70 18.1 17.3 20.0
Neither 120 31.1 29.4 33.3
Badly 42 10.9 7.9 15.3
Very Badly 21 54 1.2 8.6
Extremely Badly 18 4.7 3.5 6.5
Missing 24 6.2 3.5 7.2
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Table 2-4 shows career information for Soldiers who participated in the focus groups,
including career intentions, average time in current grade, average time spent in the Active
Army, and length of service spent in the Reserve Component. Results are provided for the total
sample and the range of values across installations.

The majority of Soldiers reported that they were likely to leave the Army after their
current obligation (61.9%); however, approximately 38 percent of the Soldiers indicated that
they were likely to stay beyond their current obligation, with 19.4 percent of the Soldiers
indicating they were likely to stay in the Army until retirement.

Table 2-4. FY06 FORSCOM Focus Group Soldier Career Information

Range Across

Total Installations
N % Min % Max %
Career Intentions
Definitely stay until retirement 20 52 4.3 6.2
Probably stay until retirement 55 14.2 13.7 15.3
Definitely stay beyond my present obligation but 11 2.8 2.2 3.5
not until retirement
Probably stay beyond my present obligation but 59 15.3 9.3 22.4
not until retirement
Probably leave upon completion of my present 92 23.8 22.4 25.3
obligation
Definitely leave upon completion of my present 147 38.1 30.6 41.4
obligation
Missing 2 0.5 0.0 1.2
M SD Min M max
Time in current grade (months) 195 16.1 16.9 21.4
Time in Active Army (months) 28.3 18.2 23.8 31.2
Time left in obligation (months) 23.3 15.0 21.9 21.7
Time in Reserves (months) (N = 23) 26.8 20.8 20.9 38.4
N % Min % Max %
No Reserve service 355 92.0 85.9 94.2
0-12 months 8 2.1 1.2 3.6
13-24 months 7 1.8 0.0 3.6
25 or more months 8 2.1 0.7 3.0
Missing 8 2.1 0.0 4.7

Note: Career-related data were missing for a total of 10 Soldiers.
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Participants in the data collections varied widely across a range of attributes (e.g., age,
race, rank), experiences (e.g., education, time in service, Family situation), and attitudes (e.qg.,
Army career intentions) that are found in the Army and that likely are important to career
continuance decisions.

FYO7 Interviews and Focus Groups

We supplemented the FY06 data collection by conducting interviews and focus groups
across seven brigades at four FORSCOM installations in FYQ7. Similar to the FY06 effort, the
goal of these interviews and focus groups was to investigate factors associated with enlisted
career continuance in the Army. However, the focus in the FYQ7 interviews and focus groups
shifted from junior Soldiers to junior NCOs. Additionally, while the FY06 effort focused on both
attrition and reenlistment, in FY07 we focused exclusively on reenlistment decisions.

An additional goal of these interviews and focus groups was to gather information to
guide the development of our two selected intervention concepts. These interventions are
discussed in detail in Chapters 5 and 6 of this report, so feedback pertaining to the interventions
is not provided in this chapter.

Interviews and focus groups were conducted at Fort Campbell, Tennessee; Fort Hood,
Texas; Fort Lewis, Washington; and Fort Polk, Louisiana in Summer 2007. Across the four
installations, we conducted sessions with five Senior NCOs (sergeants major), eight career
counselors, 11 reenlistment NCOs, seven first sergeants, 19 platoon sergeants, 25 squad leaders,
121 junior NCOs (sergeants and staff sergeants), and 44 junior enlisted Soldiers, resulting in a
total sample size of 240. Demographic information was collected for 212 of the 240 participants.
The remainder of the sample participated in individual interviews; to protect their anonymity,
they did not fill out background forms.

Table 2-5 provides the specific demographic information for those Soldiers who
participated in the focus groups, including gender, age, ethnicity, and education. Results are
provided for the total sample, as well as the range of values across installations. The sample was
predominantly male (85.8%) and either White (56.6%) or Black/African American (28.8%), with
the highest level of education being a high school degree/GED (39.6%) or some college (38.7%).
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Table 2-5. FY07 FORSCOM Focus Group Soldier Demographic Information

Total Instalations
N % Min % Max %
212 100 12.7 32.1
Gender
Male 182 85.8 80.9 89.5
Female 28 13.2 8.3 19.1
Missing 2 0.9 0.0 3.3
Age
under 20 yrs old 6 2.8 0.0 5.0
20-24 yrs old 66 311 25.9 43.3
25-29 yrs old 66 311 26.7 35.1
30-34 yrs old 40 18.9 15.0 22.2
35-39 yrs old 22 10.4 6.7 17.5
40-44 yrs old 8 3.8 0.0 7.4
45-49 yrs old 3 1.4 0.0 3.7
50 yrs old or over 1 0.5 0.0 1.5
Race/Ethnicity
White 120 56.6 42.1 717
Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish 32 15.1 0.0 20.6
Mexican, Mexican American, 14 6.6 0.0 10.5
Chicano
Puerto Rican 5 2.4 0.0 53
Cuban 2 0.9 0.0 1.7
Other Hispanic/Spanish 12 5.7 0.0 8.8
Black or African American 61 28.8 20.0 44.4
American Indian or Alaska Native 11 52 0.0 7.4
Asian 6 2.8 0.0 5.9
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 5 24 0.0 4.4

Islander
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Table 2-5. FY07 FORSCOM Focus Group Soldier Demographic Information (continued)

Range Across

Total Installations

N % Min % Max %
Highest Education Completed
High School diploma/GED 84 39.6 29.6 45.6
1to 2 yrs of college, but no degree 82 38.7 29.4 48.1
Associate degree 20 9.4 0.0 15.8
3 to 4 yrs of college, but no degree 6 2.8 0.0 11.1
Bachelor's degree 9 4.2 35 5.0
A year or more of graduate credit, but no 4 1.9 1.5 3.7
graduate degree
Master's degree 2 0.9 0.0 1.7
Missing S 2.4 0.0 5.9
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Most focus group sessions were divided by rank (i.e., junior enlisted versus junior
NCOs). Most of the focus group participants held the rank of corporal or specialist (16.0 percent)
or higher (45.3% sergeants; 25.0% staff sergeants; 4.2% sergeants first class). We also obtained
adequate representation from different types of units, including Combat Arms (27.4%), Combat
Support (39.2%), and Combat Service Support (22.2%). Table 2.6 provides a detailed breakdown
of rank and current unit for both the total sample and the range of values across installations.

Table 2-6. FY07 FORSCOM Focus Group Soldier Position Information

Range Across

Total Installations
N % Min % Max %

Rank
PV1 2 0.9 0.0 3.7
PV2 6 2.8 1.8 3.7
PFC 12 5.7 0.0 10.0
CPL/SPC 34 16.0 14.8 17.6
SGT 96 45.3 33.3 50.9
SSG 53 25.0 21.1 40.7
SFC 9 4.2 2.9 5.3
Current Unit*
Combat Arms (CA) 58 27.4 0.0 49.1
Combat Support (CS) 83 39.2 31.6 51.9
Combat Service Support (CSS) 47 22.2 11.7 40.7
Other Command 7 3.3 1.8 4.4
Do not know 11 5.2 0.0 7.4
Missing 6 2.8 0.0 5.9

* At the time the survey was conducted, these labels were used to categorize units.
Since that time, the categories have been renamed as follows: Combat Arms is
Maneuver Fires and Effects Division; Combat Support is Operational Support
Division; and Combat Service Support is Force Sustainment Division.

25



Family background for Soldiers who participated in the focus groups is provided in Table
2-7. Marital status, number of dependent children, and Family adjustment to Army life are
provided for the total sample as well as the range of values across installations.

Table 2-7. FY07 FORSCOM Focus Group Soldier Family Background

Total Instalations

N % Min % Max %
Marital Status
Single and never married 48 22.6 14.8 28.3
Married for the first time 95 44.8 42.1 48.5
Remarried, was divorced or 30 14.2 13.2 15.8
widowed
Legally separated or filing for 18 8.5 6.7 14.8
divorce
Divorced 21 9.9 8.3 111
Dependent Children
None 77 36.3 18.5 43.3
One 55 25.9 23.3 33.3
Two or more 71 335 28.8 44.4
Missing 9 4.2 1.8 59
Dependent Children Currently
Living With You
None 43 20.3 13.2 48.1
One 38 17.9 7.4 22.8
Two or more 50 23.6 21.7 26.3
Missing 81 38.2 22.2 46.7
Family Adjustment
Extremely well 18 8.5 6.7 10.5
Very Well 48 22.6 14.0 31.7
Well 31 14.6 0.0 24.6
Neither 52 24.5 22.1 29.6
Badly 24 11.3 10.0 14.8
Very Badly 18 8.5 59 11.1
Extremely Badly 8 3.8 1.7 11.1
Missing 13 6.1 1.8 10.3
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Table 2-8 shows career information for Soldiers who participated in the focus groups,
including career intentions, average time in current grade, average time spent in the Active
Army, and length of service spent in the Reserve Component. Results are provided for the total
sample and the range of values across installations.

Soldiers reported mixed career intentions: 47.6 percent of focus group participants
reported that they were likely to stay in the Army until retirement, while 43.8 percent indicated
that they were likely to leave the Army after their present obligation. Only 8.5 percent reported
that they were likely to stay in the Army beyond their present obligation but not until retirement.
The FYQ7 sample indicated they were more likely to stay in the Army until retirement (47.6%)
than the FY06 sample (19.4%). This is likely due to the differences in composition between the
two samples. Recall that the FY06 sample was comprised primary of junior enlisted Soldiers,
while the FY07 sample consisted primarily of junior NCOs, who had more years of service
invested in their Army careers.

Table 2-8. FY07 FORSCOM Focus Group Soldier Career Information

Range Across

Total Installations
N % Min % Max %

Career Intentions
Definitely stay until retirement 48 22.6 18.3 37.0
Probably stay until retirement 53 25.0 20.0 33.8
Definitely stay beyond my present 3 1.4 0.0 1.8
obligation but not until retirement
Probably stay beyond my present 15 7.1 3.7 10.3
obligation but not until retirement
Probably leave upon completion of 52 24.5 17.6 31.6
my present obligation
Definitely leave upon completion of 41 19.3 14.8 26.7
my present obligation

M SD Mmin |\/lmax
Time in current grade (months) 42.7 40.4 35.9 54.1
Time in Active Army (months) 80.5 52.5 70.9 99.1
Time left in obligation (months) 34.6 19.0 32.3 39.0
Time in Reserves (months) (N = 35) 51.1 35.4 39.7 69.3
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We have organized the results of the FY06 and FY07 interviews and focus groups into
two sections, attrition and retention, and have described the major themes and factors that
emerged. The attrition section reflects information gathered from the FY06 data collection only,
while the retention section summarizes the results from both the FY06 and FYOQ7 interviews and
focus groups. Additionally, the retention section highlights the similarities and differences that
emerged between junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs. Note that the results from the
interviews and focus groups have been aggregated across units and installations.

Attrition

In the following section, we describe the major attrition-related themes discussed in the
FYO06 interviews and focus groups, the factors influencing Soldiers' attrition decisions that
emerged (see Table 2-9), as well as existing and/or potential career continuance interventions. As
described previously, the interview and focus group protocols were designed to elicit information
around several important topic areas in the career continuance decision process (e.g., reasons
Soldiers join the Army, events/shocks during Initial Entry Training). These topic areas were
developed from literature reviews, input from the U.S. Army Research Institute (ARI), and
information from our preliminary Career Continuance Model.

In describing these attrition-related themes (below) we are not suggesting that they have a
direct causal relationship with the career continuance among the Soldiers who were interviewed.
Our intent was simply to identify and document the areas that Soldiers’ discussed when asked
about their career continuance decisions.

Table 2-9. Attrition Themes and Factors

Major Themes

e Reasons Soldiers Join the Army Individual Differences among
Soldiers

Sources of Support

e Events/Shocks During Initial
Entry Training (IET)

e Perceived Alternatives to Army e Quality of Soldiers Graduating
Service from Training

e Commitment to the Army During
Initial Entry Training (IET)

Factors Influencing Attrition

e Mental Stability e Deployments
e Misconduct e Family-Related Issues
e Adjustment to Army Life e Financial Troubles
e Adjustment to Army Rules e Barracks Lawyers
e Army and/or MOS Not What Was
Expected
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Major Themes
Reasons Soldiers Join the Army

Soldiers initially join the Army for a variety of reasons, including a steady paycheck, job
security, benefits, patriotism, the desire to be a Soldier, or a history of Family members serving
in the military. Additionally, Soldiers may join the Army due to a lack of alternative job options,
as a way to address financial problems, or to escape something in their lives, such as a bad
Family life or problems with drugs. Finally, Soldiers may enlist to obtain useful skills, technical
training, money for education, or experience that could be instrumental in acquiring a more
prestigious and lucrative civilian job in the future (cf. Strickland, 2005).

Events/Shocks during Initial Entry Training (IET)

Soldiers go through numerous events and experiences during training, both the
predictable experiences of Army life and also the shocks that occur unexpectedly. These events
and experiences serve to shape attitudes about the Army. For example, the first week of training
can be a very stressful time for privates because of the general lack of sleep and adjustment to
the Army culture and training schedule. We have identified general shocks during IET, including
both positive and negative experiences that occur during the BCT, AIT, and OSUT training
processes.

Perceived Alternatives to Army Service

Although a lack of perceived alternatives (e.g., a dead-end job at home) may play a role
in the initial decision to enter the Army, perceived civilian alternatives can also significantly
impact the attrition decision. Soldiers may perceive that alternatives exist in the civilian world
offering better pay, additional benefits, and increased freedom compared to the Army.

Commitment to the Army during Initial Entry Training (IET)

Individual commitment levels fluctuate during the training process. Interviews and focus
groups suggest that Soldiers enter the Army with an average level of commitment. During the
training process, there are numerous factors, shocks, and/or events that increase or decrease
commitment. For example, during the seventh week of BCT, drill sergeants report an increased
level of private affective commitment because privates are building confidence and pride in
themselves based upon the tasks completed and milestones reached during this time period.

Individual Differences among Soldiers

A variety of individual differences were reported as characteristics of Soldiers who attrit.
Attrition is more common among individuals with physical problems that prevent them from
participating in physical training (PT) or other training activities, those who have never
participated in any physical activities, overweight trainees, individuals who have discipline or
behavioral problems, and trainees with low levels of education. Further, Soldiers who experience
difficulty working in a team environment or lack a sense of responsibility and/or belonging are
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more likely to attrit. In contrast, characteristics of Soldiers who are not likely to attrit included
participation in sports teams or other organized activities (e.g., cheerleading, Boy Scouts) and
good organizational skills. Additionally, Soldiers with a strong social support network, either
from friends, Family, or the community, are less likely to attrit, as are Soldiers with Family
members in the service. Finally, although Soldiers coming from a troubled or unsupportive
Family may be at greater risk for attrition, these Soldiers may perceive themselves as having
something to prove and be less likely to attrit (cf. Strickland, 2005).

Sources of Support

During IET, Soldiers are unlikely to seek social support from their drill sergeants, but instead
rely on their fellow recruits, their battle buddy (peer assigned during IET), or the chaplain for
social support when issues pertaining to attrition decisions arise. Soldiers may also turn to older
Soldiers who can share their experiences and provide useful advice. The social support among
trainees and the initial bonding that occurs during IET may help prevent attrition.

Quiality of Soldiers Graduating from Training

Some drill sergeants expressed concern regarding the quality of Soldiers graduating from
training. Specifically, drill sergeants indicated some small percentage of graduates in a given
cohort were less than fully prepared to graduate. This is attributable to a variety of factors,
including issues related to recruiting practices as well as increased restrictions regarding Soldier
separations. For example, trainees with several Articles 15 may still graduate as long as they
meet the required standards.

Factors Influencing Attrition

Interview and focus group participants described several factors related to Soldiers'
decisions to stay in or leave the Army during their first contract term. Next, we briefly describe
the major factors influencing attrition that were reported during the focus group sessions.

Mental Stability

Soldiers suffering from various mental or emotional difficulties, like depression, or
adjustment problems, may be more likely to attrit.

Misconduct

Soldiers with various behavioral problems, such as lack of respect for authority, drug
abuse, or other mischievous conduct, are more likely to attrit.

Adjustment to Army Life

Difficulty adjusting to the structure and pressures of Army life can be a significant factor
influencing a Soldier's decision to attrit.
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Adjustment to Army Rules

Difficulty following Army rules and regulations can lead to a Soldier's dissatisfaction
with the Army lifestyle.

Army and/or MOS Not What Was Expected

Soldiers' expectations about the Army may be unmet. In fact, some Soldiers reported
perceiving the Army as disorganized, contributing to feelings of dissatisfaction and, in turn,
influencing their decisions to separate from the Army. Further, Soldiers' unmet expectations
about their particular Military Occupational Specialty (MOS) also contribute to their
dissatisfaction with the Army. For example, Soldiers enter the Army thinking their job will
consist of certain job responsibilities and tasks, other than those actually experienced.

Deployments

The increased OPTEMPO of deployments may increase thoughts of attrition among
Soldiers. In particular, married Soldiers and/or those with children may especially feel the effects
of constantly being away from their families. Additionally, Soldiers expecting to deploy for the
first time may consider options to avoid deployment.

Family-Related Issues

Family-related issues, such as being a single parent or not having time to spend with
one's Family, may negatively impact a Soldier's morale and potentially lead him or her to
separate from the Army.

Financial Troubles

Soldiers with financial issues may consider separating. For example, a Soldier may not
know how to properly manage his/her monthly budget, resulting in unmanageable debt.
Additionally, Soldiers with these financial troubles may not know how to seek out assistance
from the Army.

Barracks Lawyers

"Barracks lawyers", peers that communicate information on how to manipulate the
Army's system, can influence a Soldier's decision to leave. Rather than spread a positive message
about the Army, they tend to spread negative sentiments among Soldiers, decreasing morale and
influencing career continuance decisions.

Retention

In the following review, we describe the major retention-related themes discussed in the FY06
and FYO07 interviews and focus groups, and the factors influencing Soldiers' reenlistment
decisions that emerged (see Table 2-10). As with attrition, the interview and focus group
protocols were designed to elicit information around several important topic areas in the career
continuance decision process (e.g., reasons Soldiers reenlist, perceived alternatives).
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We discuss career continuance themes and factors for both junior enlisted Soldiers and junior
NCOs, highlighting the similarities and differences among these Soldiers. In describing these
retention-related themes (below) we are not suggesting that they have a direct causal relationship
with the career continuance among the Soldiers who were interviewed. Our intent was simply to
identify and document the areas that Soldiers’ discussed when asked about their career
continuance decisions.

Table 2-10. Retention Themes and Factors

Major Themes

e Reasons Soldiers and NCOs Commitment to the Army at Unit

Reenlist of Assignment
e Adjustment to Army Life e Individual Differences among
Soldiers
e Events/Shocks e Sources of Support
e Deployments e Timeframe of Reenlistment
Decision
e Promotion System e Quality of Soldiers in the Army

e Perceived Alternatives to Army e Quality of Soldiers Reenlisting
Service

Factors Influencing the Reenlistment Decision

e Pay/Benefits e Day-to-Day Work/Job

e Job/Financial Security e Quality of Life

e Educational Opportunities e Communication

e Reenlistment Incentives e Investments

e Career Advancement e Patriotism/Pride

e Leadership e Camaraderie

e Deployments e Rewards/Recognition

e Predictability e Perceptions of Deception
e Family Support e Unmet Expectations

e Personal Time e Discipline
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Major Themes

Reasons Soldiers and NCOs Reenlist

Although junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs frequently reported reenlisting for
similar reasons, noteworthy differences emerged. The most consistent reasons cited for
reenlistment for a second contract term were financial incentives and benefits, such as
reenlistment bonuses and healthcare benefits. Camaraderie among fellow Soldiers was also cited
as influencing reenlistment decisions among junior enlisted Soldiers. In particular, Soldiers
reported that they developed a close bond with others in their unit and reenlisted to stay close to
Battle Buddies and friends.

Among junior NCOs, job security and Army benefits were most frequently cited as
reasons Soldiers reenlist. NCOs reported that, compared to junior enlisted Soldiers, junior NCOs
are more likely to be married and/or have children, so financial security becomes increasingly
important. Additionally, they tend to be more career-oriented, causing educational benefits and
career opportunities to be perceived as major reasons to reenlist. Junior NCOs cited reenlistment
bonuses and unit cohesion less frequently than junior enlisted Soldiers.

Adjustment to Army Life

For junior enlisted Soldiers, adjustment to Army life emerged as another retention-related
theme. Estimates of the time required to adjust to Army life ranged from two weeks to a full
year. Soldiers experiencing difficulty adjusting to Army life were not likely to reenlist because
they were unprepared to deal with the military lifestyle, were undisciplined, or had unrealistic
expectations. On the other hand, Soldiers who have reenlisted at least once have presumably
made the adjustment to the Army lifestyle, so this does not affect reenlistment decisions for
junior NCOs.

Events/Shocks

Another retention-related theme, primarily relevant to those in their first contract term, is
that Soldiers experience humerous events that can be perceived as shocks. For example, moving
from a strict training environment to a less restrictive first unit of assignment can be a major
change for a Soldier. Some Soldiers reported having difficulty adjusting to a new environment
where they had to be more independent. Further, these changes that occur during the first
contract term, both positive and negative, can impact a Soldier's reenlistment decision. For
example, if a Soldier does not effectively cope with a negative experience, he or she will be more
likely to leave the Army upon completion of the first contract term.

Although junior NCOs may face negative events as well, such as being passed over for an
expected promotion or having to make a Permanent Change of Station (PCS) move to an
undesirable location, they indicated that they tend to have a broader perspective on Army life.
Additionally, they have often developed effective coping strategies and/or a support network to
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help them through such events. Thus, negative Army experiences are less likely to be perceived
as shocks and are therefore less influential to junior NCOs' reenlistment decisions.

Deployments

The increased OPTEMPO of deployments impacts reenlistment decisions for both junior
enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs. Some Soldiers feel that the costs of leaving their families for
long periods of time outweigh the benefits an Army career provides. In the time between the
FY06 and FY07 data collections, deployment length increased from 12 months to 15 months.
This increase was perceived unfavorably by some Soldiers and was cited as a potential reason
not to reenlist.

On the other hand, some junior enlisted Soldiers, particularly single Soldiers, wanted to
experience deployment and were disappointed when the opportunity was not provided. Such
Soldiers expressed frustration at the perceived inequity in the distribution of deployments, and
they were dissatisfied with their Army experience as a result.

Promotion System

Another retention-related theme that emerged as particularly relevant to junior NCOs is
the perceived fairness of the Army's promotion system. Various aspects of the promotion system
were discussed, including the rapid pace of promotion to sergeant (pay grade E5), and maturity
and leadership skills of newly promoted NCOs. Some Soldiers reported that while the Army is
rapidly promoting Soldiers to the rank of sergeant (pay grade E5) and, in some cases, staff
sergeant (pay grade E6), opportunities at the sergeant first class level (pay grade E7) are much
more limited and vary by MOS. Thus, junior NCOs may leave the Army because of the lack of
opportunities for career progression.

Perceived Alternatives to Army Service

Perceived alternatives influence the reenlistment decisions of both junior enlisted
Soldiers and junior NCOs, albeit in slightly different ways. Although some junior enlisted
Soldiers have plans in place once they approach their reenlistment window, the majority are
unsure about career alternatives within and outside the Army. Many rely on informal
communication about career alternatives from peers. Sometimes Soldiers without definitive
plans, who separate from the Army after their first contract term, return after realizing that the
Army was a better alternative. On the other hand, junior NCOs are often more aware of the
available opportunities outside of the Army than junior enlisted Soldiers. Additionally, because
they tend to be older and further along in their Army careers, they may feel that it is not worth
starting over in a new career.

For both junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs, perceived alternatives varied by MOS.
For example, Soldiers in certain MOSs (e.g., supply, transport, medics) are periodically
contacted by civilian employers or contractors because of their technical expertise and skills,
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while Soldiers in other MOSs (e.g., infantry) feel they have fewer alternatives outside of the
Army.

Commitment to the Army at Unit of Assignment

A variety of factors impact commitment to the Army at the unit of assignment. Further,
commitment levels fluctuate over time. In particular, factors that contribute most to affective
commitment include camaraderie, leadership, deployments, and self-efficacy. Conversely,
factors influencing continuance commitment include perceived alternatives and investments.
When Soldiers approach their reenlistment window, they are influenced by the amount of time
they've already invested in the Army. Soldiers closer to retirement reenlist based on time
invested, as is frequently the case with junior NCOs.

Individual Differences among Soldiers

Individual differences were reported among Soldiers who reenlist and Soldiers who do
not. For example, married Soldiers tend to stay longer than single Soldiers. Married Soldiers are
in a position to take advantage of the variety of benefits the Army has to offer and are not alone
in managing their lives outside their work responsibilities. Another individual difference
influencing reenlistment decisions is previous work experience. Soldiers with work experience
prior to the Army are more realistic in considering their alternatives, and therefore more
appreciative of the benefits of Army life.

Sources of Support

Soldiers reported having many avenues of support available to them. Family plays a
particularly crucial role for married Soldiers. A supportive spouse may persuade a Soldier to
reenlist, while an unsupportive spouse may pressure him/her to pursue other options. Fellow
Soldiers are also an important source of support, as are squad leaders (particularly for junior
enlisted Soldiers) and others in the chain of command. Soldiers indicated — junior enlisted
Soldiers in particular — that an unsupportive leader or peer can be as influential as a supportive
one, in terms of the reenlistment decision. Conversely, an unsupportive leader is far less likely to
influence reenlistment decisions for junior NCOs, given that they have a broader perspective and
have likely worked with a variety of both effective and ineffective Army leaders.

Timeframe of Reenlistment Decision

Junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs differ in terms of the timing of the reenlistment
decision. Junior enlisted Soldiers tend to start thinking about whether to reenlist as soon as they
arrive at their first unit of assignment, though the decision generally changes over time. Peers
can also influence the timing, as junior enlisted Soldiers may wait until they find out what their
friends are doing before making a decision. NCOs reported that approximately half of the
Soldiers have already made up their mind by the time they approach the reenlistment NCO,
though few reenlist prior to their 18-month expiration of term of service (ETS) window, enabling
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them to take advantage of the reenlistment options. Additionally, Soldiers who tend to be
indecisive about reenlistment usually end up reenlisting toward the end of the contract term.

NCOs indicated that while junior enlisted Soldiers often wait until the last minute to
make the final decision, junior NCOs tend to know much earlier in the process. Because they
have reenlisted before, they are more educated about the process. They can also make a more
informed decision, given that they have had more time to experience the pros and cons of Army
life. Finally, peers tend to have less of an impact on the timing of the decision for junior NCOs,
as compared to junior enlisted Soldiers.

Perceived Quality of Soldiers in the Army

Just as drill sergeants expressed concern regarding the quality of Soldiers graduating
from training, NCOs commented on the quality of Soldiers at the unit of assignment. Some
interviewees and focus group respondents reported a growing number of Soldiers who cannot
meet Army standards and/or create disciplinary problems. They perceived that NCOs spend a lot
of time "babysitting"” such Soldiers. This perception impacts reenlistment decisions for both
junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs by lowering morale and creating perceptions of
unfairness among Soldiers that are meeting standards.

Perceived Quality of Soldiers Reenlisting

Although some interviewees believed that good Soldiers reenlist and bad Soldiers leave, others
commented that Soldiers who end up reenlisting have no focus, have no other alternatives, or are
running away from something. In focus groups conducted with officers and NCOs, participants
reported their perception that high quality Soldiers tend to be older (35+) and more educated, and
thus have the experience necessary to pursue alternative options. Increased monetary incentives
in the civilian world were mentioned as particularly likely to draw out high quality Soldiers.
Differences in the perceived quality of Soldiers who are reenlisting did not emerge between
junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs.

Factors Influencing the Reenlistment Decision

Interview and focus group participants described several factors related to decisions to
reenlist. We briefly describe some of the major factors below. Chapter 5 provides a more
systematic analysis of the factors based on survey data.

Although many of the factors were similar for junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs,
there were also some noteworthy differences. For example, some factors (e.g., job/financial
security, Army benefits, deployments, and Family support) were meaningful for both groups, and
other factors were more influential for junior enlisted Soldiers (e.g., unmet expectations,
perceptions of deception, and discipline) or for junior NCOs (e.g., career advancement,
educational opportunities).
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Pay/Benefits

Army pay and benefits were among the more frequently cited factors influencing
reenlistment decisions among both junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs. Particularly for
Soldiers who are married and/or have children, the guarantee of a steady paycheck and Army
benefits, including medical and dental coverage, disability coverage, food and housing, and time
off, were perceived as positive reasons to stay in the Army. Retirement benefits were perceived

as a factor influencing junior NCOs, especially those closer to the 10-year mark, but not junior
enlisted Soldiers, as NCOs reported that junior enlisted Soldiers tend not to think that far into the
future.

Conversely, low Army pay coupled with the perception of higher pay rates in the civilian
world were cited as primary factors that negatively affect reenlistment decisions. Some Soldiers
commented that they could make a lot more money as civilian contractors, doing the same work
with fewer (if any) deployments. Additionally, dissatisfaction with the healthcare system
(TRICARE), including difficulties in seeing a healthcare provider, was cited as a factor that
adversely impacts reenlistment decisions for some Soldiers.

Job/Financial Security

Job security and the low risk of being fired were frequently mentioned as positive factors
affecting reenlistment decisions. Soldiers with financial obligations (e.g., those who purchased a
car or house) were particularly likely to cite financial security as having a positive impact on the
decision to reenlist. Junior NCOs reported that they are more likely to be married and/or have
children, and that job security is a major factor influencing their decision to reenlist.

Educational Opportunities

The availability of educational opportunities in the Army, including online courses and
financial support for future schooling, was cited as a factor positively affecting reenlistment
decisions. Both junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs mentioned the benefit of educational
opportunities, though this was perceived as particularly influential for junior NCOs, who tend to
be more career-oriented.

However, the effectiveness of educational opportunities as an incentive to reenlist was
somewhat mitigated by the fact that many Soldiers reported being unable to take advantage of
this benefit. Soldiers suggested that although classes are available, they are not allowed to
participate in them due to lack of time and/or lack of command support. Even when command
support is provided, school is frequently perceived as just more time away from one's Family, so
some Soldiers are reluctant to take advantage of this benefit.

Reenlistment Incentives
To encourage Soldiers to reenlist, the Army offers various reenlistment incentives and
options, many of which are particularly influential. Junior enlisted Soldiers frequently cited
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reenlistment bonuses as their primary motivation to reenlist, and they often take advantage of
tax-free bonuses by reenlisting while deployed. Although bonuses were also mentioned as
important to junior NCOs, they were less influential, partially because reenlistment bonuses tend
to be offered less frequently and in lower quantities for this group. Additionally, reenlistment
options, such as a change of MOS, station of choice, and training opportunities, were also
discussed as positive factors, though again, junior enlisted Soldiers tend to have more options
than junior NCOs.

Career Advancement

Many Soldiers cited career advancement as a factor that positively influenced
reenlistment decisions. Some junior enlisted Soldiers were excited by the prospect of being
promoted to NCO, including the financial rewards associated with promotion. Career
progression was cited as a primary concern among junior NCOs in particular, and many are
interested in climbing the chain of command. The opportunity to gain further career-related
training and skills, certifications, and licenses were also cited as positive reasons to reenlist for
both junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs.

Unfortunately, some Soldiers perceived promotions as being awarded inequitably and no
longer performance-related; moreover, it was believed that some individuals are promoted too
quickly, while others who are deserving are passed over. Some Soldiers reported that those who
are promoted too quickly are often unable to effectively handle the job requirements and
responsibilities, leading to dissatisfaction for both the promoted Soldier and those in his or her
unit. NCOs at the E5 level in particular were perceived as being unprepared to handle the
responsibilities. Conversely, Soldiers who are not advanced in a timely manner are less likely to
reenlist, as is frequently the case for junior NCOs interested in reaching the rank of E7. At this
level, promotions occur infrequently, and promotion points may vary widely by MOS. Soldiers
frequently cited perceived inequities in the promotional system, lack of opportunities for career
progression, and problems with leadership as significant negative factors influencing
reenlistment decisions.

Leadership

Although a particularly good leader can play an important role in influencing a Soldier's
reenlistment decision, a poor leader can be just influential, if not more so. This is particularly
true for some junior enlisted Soldiers; because of their limited experience in the Army, one poor
leader can have a profound impact, skewing their views of the entire Army.

Some junior enlisted Soldiers cited poor leadership as a primary concern in their
reenlistment decisions, reporting that inconsistencies across leadership make it difficult to follow
rules and regulations, that NCO quality may vary across units and there may be a general lack of
respect for leadership. Examples of poor leadership described by these individuals included
actions by leaders who were only looking out for themselves, micromanaging, engaging in
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favoritism, and taking advantage of their rank. Leadership plays a role in junior NCOs'
reenlistment decisions as well, but because they have a broader perspective and a greater degree
of autonomy, leadership was perceived as less influential.

Deployments

Many Soldiers, especially those who were single, described deployments in a positive
light. During deployment, Soldiers may experience enhanced job satisfaction and
meaningfulness, increased unit cohesion, and an overwhelming sense of pride in their service.
Additionally, Soldiers enjoy the monetary incentives of being deployed. Thus, for some Soldiers,
deployments can be a positive factor in the reenlistment decision.

However, the extended length and frequency of deployments are negatively influencing
reenlistment decisions among both junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs. Many Soldiers
cited multiple deployments and/or back-to-back deployments as adversely impacting their
decision to reenlist. Further, the lack of available information regarding the timing and length of
deployments can be a strain to both Soldiers and their families, and stop-loss orders can be
detrimental to Soldiers' morale. Additionally, training obligations prior to deployment, which
extend the period of separation between Soldiers and their families, affect attitudes toward
reenlistment. On the other hand, some junior enlisted Soldiers reported frustration and negative
reenlistment attitudes because they wanted to deploy and had not had the opportunity to do so.

Predictability

Lack of predictability was frequently described as a factor negatively influencing
decisions to reenlist, particularly for junior enlisted Soldiers. Deployment-related information
(e.g., date of departure) is often communicated to the Soldier at the last minute, and the
information frequently changes. In Garrison, Soldiers are often required to work nights or
weekends, with little advance notice. This negatively impacts Soldiers' personal time for plans
such as education and Family vacations. This lack of predictability prevents Soldiers and their
families from adequately planning their lives and preparing for deployment, which adversely
impacts reenlistment decisions.

Family Support

Having a spouse who is supportive of Army service is a critical factor affecting a
Soldier's decision to reenlist. Other Family members, including children and parents, play a role
as well.

Family-related factors were also among the most commonly cited factors negatively
influencing reenlistment decisions for both junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs. Spouses
were often described as being dissatisfied with Army life, due to Soldiers' long work days,
frequent deployments, and relocations that can be particularly difficult for spouses trying to
manage their own career. Additionally, Soldiers cited missing seeing their children growing up
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or missing an important Family event (e.g., the birth of a child) as significant factors adversely
impacting their decision to reenlist. Finally, problems adjusting to life as a military family in
general can be a negative factor.

Personal Time

A lack of personal time was commonly cited as a factor negatively influencing
reenlistment decisions. Some Soldiers reported that they had very little personal and Family
time, even when they were not preparing for deployment. The requirement to stay on post, even
when
there is nothing to do, was particularly dissatisfying. Such Soldiers perceived civilian jobs to be
a better alternative to Army life in this respect. This was true of both junior enlisted Soldiers and
junior NCOs.

Day-to-Day Work/Job

Many junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs complained about the long hours and
weekend time required of Army life. Soldiers reported having a great deal of down time followed
by last-minute tasks handed down at the end of the work day. Additionally, some focus group
respondents complained that they were often unable to perform the job for which they enlisted,
particularly in Garrison; instead, their days typically consisted of performing busy work (e.g.,
picking up trash), meaningless tasks, or tasks or missions perceived as pointless and unrelated to
their MOS. On the other hand, a few Soldiers did not mind the down time and busy work,
commenting that it made their jobs easy.

For junior NCOs, their jobs included leadership responsibilities. A major source of
frustration for many in this group was a lack of authority to effectively manage their Soldiers,
and having to spend a great deal of time supervising disciplinary cases because they lacked the
authority to appropriately punish them. Such experiences negatively affected the morale of the
NCO and his or her unit. On the other hand, junior NCOs enjoyed leading and mentoring the
Soldiers without behavioral problems, describing this role as the most satisfying part of being in
the Army. Thus, this aspect of the job can play a positive or a negative role on junior NCOs'
reenlistment decisions, depending on the nature of the experiences.

Quiality of Life

Some Soldiers described day-to-day problems in Army life as having a negative influence
on reenlistment decisions. A number of factors affecting junior enlisted Soldiers' quality of life
were mentioned, including the quality and density of housing, particularly in the barracks; the
availability of recreational activities; the desirability of installation location; and the absence or
presence of social problems. Additionally, some junior enlisted Soldiers complained about
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having money deducted from their paycheck for meals, regardless of whether they ate in the
dining hall.

Some junior NCOs also mentioned quality of life issues, stemming from a general feeling
of burn-out due to high workload and scheduling. Another complaint among some junior NCOs
was that single sergeants have to live in the barracks and "watch" the Soldiers, which was
perceived as demoralizing and draining. Such problems can take a toll on Soldiers, preventing
them from reenlisting for another term.

Communication

One of the frustrations cited by some Soldiers was poor communication throughout the
chain of command. They reported that orders are often given at the last minute and that the
necessary information is not effectively passed down to lower-ranking Soldiers. Additionally,
some Soldiers felt that leadership did not adequately communicate reenlistment options and
incentives. Although communication breakdowns affect Soldiers across the chain of command,
junior enlisted Soldiers were more apt to mention this as a factor influencing reenlistment

decisions, when compared to junior NCOs. Junior NCOs are likely to receive more information
than junior enlisted Soldiers, so communication breakdowns may be less problematic at that
level.

Investments

Many Soldiers described feeling invested in the Army, which positively impacted their
reenlistment decisions. Soldiers indicated that they had made a significant investment in the
Army, so leaving would be a waste of the time they had already committed. For junior enlisted
Soldiers, these feelings of investment are increased when leadership makes an effort to get to
know the Soldier (e.g., squad leaders eating lunch with Soldiers) and are further supported by the
camaraderie among peers. Junior NCOs, on the other hand, mentioned the positive impact of
leading other Soldiers and contributing to their development. Because junior NCOs have been in
the Army longer than junior enlisted Soldiers, they are more likely to feel invested in the Army,
and this may influence their reenlistment decisions.

Patriotism/Pride

Some Soldiers reported that those with a genuine sense of patriotism, pride in being a
Soldier, or who have a family tradition of military service may be more likely to reenlist for
subsequent terms.

Camaraderie

Soldiers described unit camaraderie and cohesion as a positive aspect of Army life.
Among junior enlisted Soldiers, peers commonly influence what a Soldier "says" he or she will
do in terms of reenlisting, though they have less of an impact on the actual reenlistment decision.
Junior NCOs tend to be less influenced by peers, both in terms of their stated intentions and

41



whether they actually reenlist. According to focus group respondents, this is because junior
NCOs have more experience and are less impressionable than junior enlisted Soldiers.

Rewards/Recognition

Some Soldiers reported their perception that the amount of formal (e.g., Top Gun award,
ARCOM Army Commendation Medal) and informal (e.g., verbal praise from leadership)
recognition provided to them was inadequate. When Soldiers feel that they are not properly
recognized for their contributions, they are less likely to reenlist. Although recognition may be
lacking for both junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs, this was not mentioned as influencing
reenlistment decisions for the latter group.

Perceptions of Deception and Differential Treatment

Some junior enlisted Soldiers reported their perception that reenlistment NCOs are not
forthcoming in communicating the available reenlistment options. Specifically, such Soldiers
expressed concerns that reenlistment NCOs may withhold the best incentives or provide Soldiers
with "low ball™" offers. Additionally, the distribution of assignments can seem arbitrary and
unfair to some Soldiers, leading to perceptions of inequitable treatment. Finally, differential
treatment was noted across ranks, adding to feelings of mistreatment. For example, a higher
ranking Soldier is more likely to get sent home to see his sick wife versus a lower ranking
Soldier. Junior NCOs were less apt to mention deception and differential treatment as factors
influencing reenlistment decisions, perhaps because of their broader perspective and/or the fact
that they have a better understanding of the reenlistment process, having been through it before.

Unmet Expectations

Unmet expectations can have a significant negative influence on reenlistment decisions,
particularly for junior enlisted Soldiers. Some Soldiers may have unrealistic expectations of
Army life based on what they believe they have heard from recruiters and the perceived
unfulfilled promises by leadership or the Army (e.g., Soldiers reenlist for their station-of-choice,
but the contract is not fulfilled; Soldiers are promised schooling opportunities, but leadership
does not follow through). Because they have been in the Army longer, junior NCOs tend to have
more realistic expectations of Army life, so they are less affected by this than junior enlisted
Soldiers.

Discipline

Soldiers who have problems with the discipline required for Army service may be less
likely to reenlist. Although specific instances of discipline problems were not regularly cited,
Soldiers with discipline problems may be "chaptered out" before their reenlistment window

opens. Also, because those with discipline problems are unlikely to reenlist for a second contract
term, this factor is less applicable to junior NCOs.
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Summary

In this chapter we described one of the first critical steps in the STAY project: identifying
issues that drive Soldier attrition and reenlistment. We began by reviewing existing literature,
technical reports, reviews, and briefings. We then met with attrition and retention experts
regarding current trends and efforts to address attrition and retention in the Active Army.

We used this information to develop protocols for the subsequent interviews and focus
groups with officers and enlisted Soldiers. We met with hundreds of Soldiers throughout the
chain of command to build on and refine our understanding of the context in which Soldiers are
working; the issues that influence their perceptions of their jobs, life in the Army, and career
alternatives; the unit- and Army-level efforts to encourage career continuance; and how recent
world events influence the Army and Soldiers’ day-to-day lives.

These meetings provided us with the critical information we needed to understand and
interpret influences on Soldiers’ attrition and reenlistment decisions. Specifically, we identified
issues influencing enlisted Soldiers’ decisions to leave the Army during training or before the
completion of their first contract term (attrition), including individual difference Solider-level
factors such as commitment to the Army, reasons for joining, pre-existing behavioral or
emotional difficulties, physical injuries or problems, family history of service, and ability to
adjust to Army life. The qualitative data from these interviews and focus groups also appeared
to support our hypothesis that contextual factors were important to Soldiers”’ attrition decisions.
We considered such factors to include shocks and stress experienced early in training or at the
first unit of assignment; deployment-related concerns; financial troubles; availability of
alternative job opportunities; family time-related concerns; peer and other forms of social
support; and unmet expectations regarding the Army or MOS-related duties.

We also explored issues which might potentially influence junior enlisted Soldiers’ and
NCOs’ decisions to remain in the Army (reenlistment). Although many of the factors were
similar for junior enlisted Soldiers and junior NCOs, there were noteworthy differences. For
example, some factors (e.g., job/financial security, Army benefits, quality of life, deployments,
patriotism and pride in service, and Family support) were meaningful for both groups, and other
factors were more salient (and potentially influential) for junior enlisted Soldiers (e.g., unmet
expectations, perceptions of deception, perceptions of poor leadership, and discipline) or for
junior NCOs (e.qg., career advancement, educational opportunities).

Despite changes in the Army environment, the taxonomy of reasons Soldiers stay in or
leave the Army is similar to findings from previous research. However, the importance of the
various themes and factors may change with the recent changes in context and the current
OPTEMPO. Chapter 5 presents additional detail and comparisons of the importance of the

various reasons to stay in or leave the Army.
43



The themes and factors that emerged from the interviews and focus groups reflect
complex issues that may positively or negatively influence career continuance decisions,
depending on the individual. For example, NCOs may view deployments as time away from
Family, or be concerned about the effects of multiple deployments (e.g., stress, potential injury,
family issues). Conversely, junior enlisted Soldiers may want to deploy and may either be
excited about the prospect of deployment, enjoy the deployments they have had, or even be
disappointed because they have not had the opportunity to deploy. Thus, efforts to understand
and manage career continuance in the Army must consider not only the factors (e.g.,
deployments, career alternatives), but how the other individual and contextual factors interact to
influence individual decisions.

The career continuance themes and factors identified in the interviews and focus groups
helped set the stage for the remainder of the Enlisted STAY project. Specifically, the career
continuance factors described in this chapter were used to drive the development of the Career
Continuance Model and the identification of potential interventions. The next chapter discusses
the Career Continuance Model in detail, including the development process, proposed links
across career continuance factors, and an initial test of model linkages.
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CHAPTER 3 - A MODEL OF ENLISTED CAREER CONTINUANCE
Howard R. Weiss, Daniel R. llgen, and Walter C. Borman

This chapter describes the rationale, development, and preliminary evaluation of a dynamic
process model of enlisted career continuance. The model was used to help inform the selection of
candidate career continuance interventions.

Introduction

Project STAY had two overall objectives. One was to develop a model of early to mid-
career enlisted continuance that could guide research and the design of interventions to enhance
career continuance. The second was to develop and test a set of interventions for reducing
separation and enhancing continuance.

This chapter presents the model of career continuance for enlisted Soldiers (E-1 to E-4)
and non-commissioned officers (NCOs; E-5 to E-6). It is organized into seven sections. The first
three comment on the functions of these types of models, existing models of continuance in the
Army, and deficiencies of present approaches that the current model seeks to address. These are
followed by two sections that are focused directly on the model. The first, Section 4, presents the
organizing themes of the new model. Section 5 is a detailed description of the model itself. Upon
detailed discussion of the model, tests of the model are presented. Finally, model generated
suggestions for interventions are discussed. Section 7 addresses ways that the model can be used
to evaluate potential interventions and to suggest ways to create new policies and practices aimed
at enhancing the career continuance of junior enlisted Soldiers and NCOs in the U.S. Army.

Model Objectives

Before delving into the model itself, it is reasonable to ask two questions. First, what is
the purpose of this model, or any model, of enlisted Soldier career continuance? Second, given a
reasonably extensive body of literature on career continuance in general and military continuance
in particular, why is a new model needed? We answer the first question in this section and the
second question in the next section.

We believe the purposes of the model, indeed any model of human behavior with
practical objectives, are twofold. To begin, the model should provide a framework for
understanding the behavior or set of behaviors of interest. In most scientific uses of the term,
“understanding” means placing the behavior in question within a coherent network of
interrelated variables, the so-called nomological network of constructs. To be sure, this is what

we endeavor to do. However, we also take this term to mean explicating the way in which the
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behavior develops by describing a process of change over time in the key constructs. As such,
our model is process oriented. Of course, frameworks remain entirely conceptual unless
confirmed by supportive data. A good model will suggest novel empirical relationships, research
to be done, and use the verification of those relationships as support.

A good theory can be a powerful, practical tool. A working model of continuance should
also guide the development of effective interventions. It should suggest new interventions and
make a priori predictions about existing ones. So, for example, one should be able to map any
intervention onto the model, and judge whether the intervention focuses on core processes for
everyone or peripheral processes relevant to only some, whether the intervention focuses on
proximal processes close to the behavior of interest or on distal processes, far removed in the
causal chain. Such judgments allow for predictions of intervention effectiveness and also suggest
types of interventions likely to have greater impact. In addition, programs of interventions can be
evaluated in terms of whether they sample broadly across the full process or whether they focus
on narrow areas of the process. The latter judgment would suggest that important processes are
being ignored as regions for intervention. Thus, the objectives of understanding and application
are inextricably tied together.

We should hasten to add that our model does not presume to address all questions of
continuance. In no way are we suggesting that all relevant variables are, or can be, included in
the model or that the process describes the only paths to continuance development. Nor are we
suggesting that the processes we describe are not subject to further refinement. We are
suggesting that the model describes important paths, and key processes in the domain of Soldier
career continuance.

The Nature of Existing Models of Separation from the Army

There is a large body of empirical work in the Armed Forces in general and the Army in
particular, examining predictors of retention and separation. A substantial amount of model
building has accompanied this body of empirical work.

Weiss, MacDermid, Strauss, Kurek, Le, and Robbins (2003) reviewed general
approaches to the study of separation in both military and civilian research. They observed that
military research has generally fallen into one of three categories. First, large-scale survey
research has been conducted where the primary purpose was to investigate how numerous factors
relate to or predict the retention intentions of military personnel. Sometimes these studies have
been focused on retention itself. In other cases, they have involved secondary analyses of data
collected for other purposes.

Second, military researchers have investigated the application of utility principles from
economic models of occupational choice to the study of military retention. With respect to
military personnel, the utility maximizing framework implies that individuals seek to maximize
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utility by making a decision either to stay in the military or leave the military for the civilian
sector. Utility in either the military or civilian sector is dependent upon the financial and non-
financial factors associated with each. Financial factors are those such as military pay and
perceived earning opportunities in the civilian sector. Non-financial factors are those associated
with a particular occupational setting, such as work hours, time away from home and Family,
preference for military service, and length of commute. Individuals seek to maximize utility by
choosing the occupation in which the financial and non-financial benefits provide the highest
level of actual and anticipated satisfaction (Hogan & Black, 1991; Mackin, Mairs, & Hogan,
1995; Warner & Goldberg, 1984).

Third, military research has developed various conceptual models of military separation
(e.g., Kerr, 1997). These models tend to be structural models of the predictors of behavioral
intentions. In some cases, they have been attempts to translate models developed in the civilian
population. In other cases, they have been models unique to the military.

Each of these three strategies has provided useful information about the correlates of
separation decisions. Additionally, the application of economic models has provided useful
policy guidance by providing predictions of separation rates given mostly financial policy
interventions.

Our intent is to build on previous work. That said, we observe that although previous
research on military separation has been both rigorous and useful, it is also true that, by and
large, it has been static in approach and deficient in descriptions of psychological process. We
raise some of these limitations in the following section.

Deficiencies of Existing Models and Approaches

Previous attrition models suffer from a number of limitations. First, few of these models
describe the processes by which individuals come to the decision to separate from the service.
Instead they rely on identifying predictors of separation or separation intentions, rarely tying
them to underlying psychological processes.

Second, these approaches give little attention to the role of time in separation processes.
They neither discuss the way attachments to the military unfold over time, how individuals take
different paths toward their separation decisions, how events at one time influence processes at a
later time, nor how military experiences themselves have a time dependent structure.

Third, these approaches give no role to the nature or consequences of the military
"experience," choosing instead to focus on the predictive utility of various features of the
military (the pay, the leader quality, etc.). Of course these features represent important contextual
features of military life, but it should not be forgotten that the experiences of Soldiers are the
primary proximal influences on their beliefs and decisions.
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Finally, existing models are too focused on why people leave. This is, perhaps, an odd
statement. Shouldn't models of leaving focus on the problems that lead to both gradual and
abrupt disengagement? Yet, a framing of the problem as continuance rather than as only
disengagement requires a recognition that as a career progresses and experiences accrue,
attachment may increase or decrease and individuals can change and grow in their skills and
capabilities. A process-oriented approach that examines attachment over time reveals that at any
time experiences may be impacting the deterioration of commitment but other events occurring
at the same time or even the same events also may be contributing to strengthening commitment.
Attention must also be paid to positive factors such as efficacy, resilience, maturity, the
development of friendships and loyalty, and other factors that may be developing over the same
time period with the potential to strengthen attraction to the Army. We need not, no should not,
create models that describe a uniformly bleak journey of frustration and despair, culminating in
attrition. Rather, we should recognize that there are differences in attachment and that events and
experiences that affect attachment also have consequences for other relevant outcomes.

Essential Features of Our Career Continuance Model

Our overall objective is to develop a dynamic, experiential, inclusive process model of
career continuance in the Army (including attrition and non-reenlistment) that can guide
research, intervention development, and selection. To develop this model we have attempted to
integrate information from four sources: previous work on separation conducted by and for the
Army, civilian research on retention, information gathered from focus groups with Soldiers
conducted over the past three years, and the Model Development Inventory described in this
chapter. Note that the model is illustrated in three separate figures that are integrated to form to
overall conceptualization of the career continuance decision.

As a first consequence of these efforts, we have isolated what we believe are the essential
features of any useful and effective model of continuance. That is, we believe that for any model
to be useful as a guide for both research and interventions, it must incorporate the elements we
will outline in this section. In the section that follows this one we will provide our view about
how these features come together to describe the process of continuance.

Two Paths to Continuance

Ultimately, continuance is the end product of multiple decisions reached over the course
of a career to either leave or remain in the Army. It should be obvious that there are two parties
included in the connection between Soldier and Army, and that the full history of continuance is
the end product of decisions made by both the Soldier and the Army. We refer to the first as
Soldier-driven continuance and the second as Army-driven continuance. Any full model of
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continuance must contain a description of the processes which account for both sets of decisions.
This is represented in the "Two Paths to Continuance™ of Figure 3-1.

Figure 3-1. Two Paths to Continuance

It should also be obvious that a full explanation of Army decisions to retain a Soldier
(i.e., extend a Soldier's contract) will contain factors well beyond the scope of this project. Here
we refer to such factors as manpower requirements, MOS needs, funding, and so on. In contrast,
the STAY Project is concerned with those aspects of continuance that connect to Soldiers'
attitudes, behaviors, and capabilities.

Consequently, the bulk of our modeling efforts have focused on "Soldier-driven
continuance". It is already clear that any Army decision about a Soldier’s career takes into
account Soldier behavior. It will become clear that the variables and processes that influence
Army decisions intersect with the variables that influence Soldier decisions in a number of areas.

For example, we propose that certain critical experiences, such as deployment and
training, create challenges to Soldiers that can increase their pride, self worth, coping skills, and
maturity. These changes impact Soldiers' sense of well being, enhancing their attachment and
desire to stay in the Army, while simultaneously enhancing their performance and reducing
misbehavior. These latter changes increase the likelihood that the Army will desire to maintain
employment (Army-driven continuance.) We will have more to say about these intersecting

processes later.
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Both attrition and non-reenlistment, as forms of **Soldier-driven™ separation are
consequences of attachment.

The delineation of Soldier-driven separation from Army-driven separation should not be
confused with the typical distinction between attrition and non-reenlistment. Attrition, by
definition, is separation before the end of a term of service. Such separation often looks like
separation for cause, or Army-driven separation, as Soldiers are generally not allowed to
voluntarily separate before the end of an enlistment term. Nonetheless, it is clear that Soldiers
can and do manipulate the separation process to allow early separation.

In our judgment, Soldier-driven attrition and failure to reenlist are, for the most part, both
consequences of low levels of attachment and can, therefore, be described by a single process
model, albeit one that takes into account the factors that lead attachment levels to be manifest as
one form of separation or the other. Stated differently, we believe attachment will predict all
Soldier efforts to separate from the Army.

In organizational research, the concept of attachment is typically labeled organizational
commitment. Organizational commitment is the psychological state that characterizes an
employee's attachment to the organization and has been shown to have implications for the
decision to continue membership in that organization (Meyer & Allen, 1997). Related concepts
include identification, loyalty, and allegiance.

Theoretical and empirical work suggests that organizational commitment is structured
hierarchically with a general, global commitment construct subsuming three relatively distinct
sub-types: affective, continuance, and normative commitment. Global commitment is a desire to
maintain one's relationship with an organization (in this case, the military). The three sub-types
or dimensions represent different sources of attachment.

Affective commitment is attachment based upon how much an organization member
wants to remain with the organization because he or she enjoys being a part of it, because the
organization's values are consistent with the member's values, or because the member sees his or
her needs as being met by membership in the organization. Continuance commitment refers to an
organization member's perception of the costs and benefits associated with leaving the
organization. This includes perceptions of structural constraints holding the person in the
position (e.g., lack of alternatives or investments made in the organization). Finally, normative
commitment refers to organization members' perceptions of moral or social obligation to the
organization. These types of commitment have been characterized by Meyer and Allen (1997) as
staying in an organization because one "wants to," "has to," or "ought to," respectively.

Our model, consistent with other perspectives (Meyer & Allen, 1997; Gade, Tiggle &
Schumm, 2003), assumes that attachment is the proximal cause of separation behaviors and that
overall attachment or commitment is best understood as a consequence of three attachment
"mindsets": affective, normative, and continuance commitment.
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Experiences drive change.

Although individuals enter enlistment periods with particular levels of commitment,
changes in commitment are a function of experiences encountered over time. Things happen to
people. They have critical experiences that shape their beliefs and attitudes. Static models focus

on the predictability of features of work environments, neglecting the experiences that shape
separation-related attitudes. In our judgment, any model of separation processes must account for
change and in so doing specify the nature of the experiences that produce change.

For our purposes, there may be a number of ways to think about and classify relevant
experiences. There are experiences that are broad (actually "baskets of experience”) like a
deployment, and there are experiences that are more narrow but potentially meaningful for
attitude change including day-to-day hassles or positive experiences on the job. There are the
predictable experiences of Army life and also the shocks that occur unexpectedly. Experiences
may be benign, they may be entirely and consensually positive, or they may be stressful and
challenging. As we will describe later, challenging experiences, experiences that tax both
individual and family resources and threaten their happiness and longevity, are particularly
important in our model.

These events and experiences, and particularly challenging experiences, serve to shape
Soldiers' attitudes. They may also cause them to rethink well-established beliefs. A model of the
separation process must take account of the essential features of these experiences, how people
respond to them, and how they result in changes in attachment levels.

"Time" is critical.

Continuance models can be either static or dynamic. Static individual level models take
features of the environment or characteristics of individuals at a given point and use them to
predict either turnover intentions at that same point or future continuance behaviors. Static
aggregate models examine features of units and use them to predict attrition rates across those
units. Although such models implicitly recognize that the key features of both environment and
individuals can change over time, they make no real attempt to account for those changes.

Dynamic models attempt to describe the continuance process. By process we mean the
series of actions, events, and changes in states that occur over time and culminate in decisions
related to separation. Our objective is to build a dynamic process model of continuance,
describing the processes that bring about changes in commitment and attitudes about continuance
over time.

Soldiers come to the Army with different levels of commitment, and these levels of
commitment can and likely do change over time. The changes are the result of each Soldier's
experiences interacting with his or her personal characteristics and history. These observations
are also certainly true for civilian employees, but we believe that there are also some constraints

imposed by special features of the military experience that provide an important organization to
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those critical experiences. Specifically, Army enlistment periods are structured in explicit ways
different from civilian work experience. Unlike most civilian jobs, the early enlisted military
career is contingent upon a series of contracts for specified lengths of service, until or unless that
individual shifts to indefinite status. In addition, at least in the early career, the experience is
segmented into relatively predictable units (e.g., basic combat training, advanced training, first
assignments, deployment, and reenlistment windows) with relatively common critical
experiences. This temporal sequencing of enlistment periods creates a structure for attachment
changes and subsequent continuance decisions that needs to be incorporated into any viable
model.

An important assumption of our model is that whether and how problems of attachment
become manifest as separation depends upon structural elements of the Army career experience.
Early on, attachment problems can readily be manifested as attrition. However, over time,
avenues for separation are reduced. Soldiers have fewer ways of separating from the Army,
additional constraints such as financial pressures require them to stay in, or longer term
commitments come into play. Therefore, strategies that might work early in training become less
available later in the first tour, and therefore the correlation between commitment and separation
weakens (Strickland, 2005). This weakening continues until that narrow window of time when
Soldiers must decide whether to reenlist or not. At this point, a new and legitimate avenue of
separation appears, and lack of commitment likely leads to a failure to reenlist.

Another important assumption is that experiences are more likely to lead to
"recalibration™ of attachment, or changes in commitment levels, when issues of attachment are
salient. This may occur during the normal time structure of enlistment and re-enlistment
decisions. It may also be a result of the occurrence of external events (marriage, birth of a child)
when career thoughts become more relevant. Thus the same experience can have a different
impact depending upon whether the Soldier motivated to rethink his or her attachment to the
Army.

The structure of an Army career also suggests that for purposes of modeling continuance,
the continuum of time should be organized into discrete “career units". Career units correspond
to discrete blocks of common and major experiences that have a coherence and common
meaning. These are key stages in Army life, stages during which commitment tends to be
"recalibrated"” because the Soldier is dealing with new challenges and rewards. Examples of
career units are basic training, first assignment, and first deployment. We also believe that the
window of time in which Soldiers must make reenlistment decisions is a particularly salient time
for recalibrating commitment.

Entry characteristics and other resources influence and moderate the outcomes of
experiences.

It would be a mistake to emphasize the effects of experiences at the expense of excluding
the important role of Soldier characteristics. Extensive data show that personal characteristics
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predict subsequent separation (Ramsberger & Babin, 2005); in particular, personal characteristics
interact with experience to predict continuance behavior.

Examination of the literature and focus group results point to a number of individual
characteristics of relevance. Self-efficacy (the belief that he/she will be successful in a particular
endeavor), for example, seems to be relevant early on as recruits face the rigors of the Soldier job
for the first time (Strickland, 2005). It also appears that entrants have different motivations for
enlistment. For example, some enlist with a forward-looking career perspective, others seem to
enlist to escape circumstances at home, and so on (Legree, Gade, Martin, Fischl, Wilson, Nieva,
McCloy & Laurence, 2000). These motivational differences are likely to play a role in the
development of commitment. Additionally, most new recruits are part of a group that
developmental psychologists now call "emerging adults” (Arnett & Tanner, 2005). Emerging
adults have unique values, attitudes, and viewpoints that will shape their responses to
experiences in the Army. Finally, there are the normal, but important, differences in basic skills
and personality that must be accounted for in the model.

These individual differences must be precisely identified and the ways in which they
influence commitment should be described. Too often turnover models will simply include
unspecified "personality” predictors. Such lack of specification hinders efforts to test links
between individual differences, commitment, and turnover. A useful model must focus on those
characteristics that make a practical difference, both in terms of prediction and explanation.

However, simply listing the known predictors of Soldier turnover and including them in a
box labeled “individual differences” does not serve sufficiently well the ultimate goal of model
building. Instead, it is important that individual differences connect to the processes being
described. With this approach many known individual difference predictors of attrition or
commitment will be excluded from consideration while others, not yet examined, will be
proposed.

As we think about individual differences and their relationship to a model that focuses on
experience-driven changes in attachment we suggest that individual differences are, in a real
sense, resources that individuals bring to bear on critical experiences and help determine the
outcome of these experiences. As such, we believe they belong in a category of personal
resources. Personal resources, in turn are one of three categories of resources of relevance, the
other two being social and organizational or institutional resources. Whether critical experiences
have a positive impact on continuance depends upon the availability of these resources, whether
they match the demands of the situation and how they are applied. We also believe in a "build
and broaden" perspective to resources. Resources determine the outcomes of critical experiences
but those experiences can, in turn, help develop those same resources for use in confronting new
situations. The model is one of resource allocation, utilization, and development across time.
Resources are viewed from the standpoint of what individuals have available at any one time and
what they can take from that experience as they move through their career.
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Growth

As we have argued earlier, it is far too easy to fall into a mindset in which Army careers
follow a downward trajectory of stress, strain, disaffection, and attrition. Yet, such a mindset
would be unjustified. To begin with, this is not consistent with reality. Many Soldiers create long

term and satisfying careers in the Army. In addition, attrition is not always the result of
disaffection. Finally, even if a majority of trajectories are more negative than positive (and we
are not saying that they are) this does not mean that they have to be.

As we mentioned earlier and will describe in more detail later, successfully overcoming
challenging experiences requires the presence and use of individual, social, and organizational
resources. At the individual level, resilience is often used as a term that captures the constellation
of these resources, and family resilience can also be described. While these resources influence
outcomes at any one time, they also develop out of challenge, and new resources then become
available to meet the next set of challenges. The sense of self confidence that develops out of
navigating the strains of basic training is retained, even in the face of dissatisfaction, and used
when the next challenge is encountered. Social relations that develop in units faced with
challenge provide continued support for subsequent challenges. Skills of all sorts can develop
through the same kinds of experiences that influence satisfaction and commitment. These skills
are then available for other experiences and challenges.

Families matter

A significant percentage of Soldiers are married and many of them also have children.
For these Soldiers, Family is likely to be important when it comes to understanding processes
related to attrition and retention. Spousal attitudes are known predictors of member attitudes
toward the military, and focus group participants consistently pointed to issues of work-life
balance as influences on their separation intentions. Yet, the complexity of family influences on
the separation process is rarely captured by models of attrition and retention.

Of course, previous discussions of Army attrition have examined the relevance of spousal
attitudes and family circumstances (Burrell, 2006). Such attitudes and circumstances can
influence all the subtypes of commitment. So, for example, the birth of a child can influence
continuance commitment, and the unhappiness or boredom of a spouse can influence a Soldier's
affective commitment. However, the depth of responses in focus groups suggests to us that these
perspectives, while valid, are too limited in the way they treat family issues and separation.

In our judgment, having a spouse and children may change the unit of analysis in the
continuance model. With singles, the focus is necessarily on the Soldier and his/her relationship
with the Army. With many married Soldiers, the focus is on their spouse and children, and this is
the unit of most importance in identifying the causes of attachment attitudes and
attrition/retention.
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An implication of this way of thinking is that three variables become critically important
for understanding separation decisions among married Soldiers. The first is family threat. When
the Family’s well-being is threatened, one way of dealing with the threat (but not the only way)
is to separate from the Army. Thus, for married Soldiers, such considerations as events, hassles,
and strains have to be understood as they threaten the Family, and if the Family does not cope
effectively, clearly this can affect commitment to the Army and retention/separation behavior.

But some families are resilient. They get through crises and they manage to do this
without separation from the Army. Consequently, family resilience is the second critical variable
for understanding the relationships between experiential demands, family threat, and ultimate
separation from the Army.

Of course, Soldiers are likely to vary in the importance they place on the Family unit. For
some, as we described, the Family is their focus of attention. For others, the Army career
captures more of their attention than does Family. We suggest that this difference can be
captured by our third variable of relevance, relative identity. Identity theorists (Turner, 1999;
Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Weatherell, 1987; van Knippenberg & Ellemers, 2003)
acknowledge that people can hold multiple identities at any given time. Yet they also suggest
that these identities vary in importance, a concept generally referred to as identity salience. We
believe that a model of Army retention must take into account the relative importance of family
versus career identities as a moderator of the relationship between family threat and separation
outcomes. We also believe that the model should acknowledge that identity salience itself can
change over time as a consequence of family, work, and natural maturation processes.

A Working Model of Attachment
A Summary

The overall model of attachment can be summarized succinctly. Yet to be fully
understood, it must be visualized in two parts, one describing a dynamic flow over time and the
other describing the processes that lead to separation decisions at particular points in time. In this
section, we first provide an overview of the model. We will then describe the dynamic elements
of the model (Figure 3-2) and follow with a description of the decision processes at different
points in time (Figure 3-3).

To begin with, the overall dynamic structure over time can be described relative to
movement or flow through a series of discrete critical experiences. Some of these experiences
are unique to individual Soldiers or particular units (i.e. change in unit leadership). Others are
more predictable experiences built into a normal Army career. These are such things as basic
combat training, first unit assignment, and first deployment. As mentioned, we call these more
regular sets of experiences career units.
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There are two proximal causes of movement or separation at any time. One is the sense
of attachment or overall commitment the Soldier has toward the Army as a career and a life. The
other is the permeability of the exit boundary at any particular time. Permeability refers to the
ease of separation or the difficulty of translating low levels of attachment into separation. Unlike
most civilian jobs, Soldiers cannot simply change jobs when their level of attachment drops
below some critical point. They must find a way to separate, either through attrition or non-
reenlistment.

Each career unit has its own relatively unique and predictable experiences that influence
overall levels of attachment at that time, but they all can be more abstractly conceptualized in
terms of a few key constructs. Many experiences are mostly and consensually positive. Such
experiences by and large would be expected to have a positive influence on attachment. That
said, our model gives particular attention to those experiences that challenge the well being of
Soldiers and, where relevant, their families. In our model, individuals and families work through
these challenges with varying degrees of success and the consequences are changes in
perceptions of well being, changes in perception of self and in skills that define resilience, and
changes in overall attachment.

How and how well individuals and families work through these challenges is a function
of personal and external resources. We believe these resources can be organized into three
categories: individual and family resources, unit level resources like leadership, and
organizational resources. These resources influence the outcomes of experiences, and in turn are
changed (grow, develop) to become available as new challenges present themselves.

In the next section we present and elaborate on the dynamic process of the model. This
will be followed by a depiction of the separation processes at particular points in time.

Time structured separation processes.

Figure 3-2 visually presents the key elements of the separation or continuance process as
it evolves over time. Essentially, Soldiers move through a series of experience sets or career
units. These units are common to all Soldiers, and although they have idiosyncratic elements, the
experiences that comprise the set are readily identifiable by all Soldiers, are structured by the
Army, and have a meaningful coherence that can be understood by all Soldiers and their
families. We refer to such experiences as basic combat training, first unit assignment, and
deployments.

As Soldiers pass through each of these units they are confronted by a set of experiences
defined by the particular career unit. For example, the experiences of basic training are
predictably different from the experiences of a first unit assignment. Other experiences are less
predictably part of defined career stages. These experiences, predictable or not, influence the
levels of attachment or commitment that Soldiers hold, and attachment levels are the primary
determinant of efforts to separate at any particular time. Attachment levels can grow, remain

57



steady, or decrease as a result of these experiences, as mediated by processes that will be
described in the next section.

Figure 3-2. The Separation/Continuance Process Over Time

Reductions in attachment in turn lead to efforts to separate. However, desires to separate
that result from reduced attachment cannot automatically lead to separation. As we have noted,
the enlistment contract constrains the free translation of low commitment into separation. We
have also noted that "voluntary" separation does in fact occur as Soldiers find ways to exit the
system — what we have already referred to as Soldier-related attrition. However, we make an
assumption about the availability of such strategies, namely that Soldiers differ in both their
knowledge of viable strategies and also their willingness to engage in such strategies.

This hardening of the exit boundary continues until the period of a Soldier's reenlistment
decision. Immediately prior to the reenlistment period, low attachment Soldiers change their exit
strategies from attrition to non-reenlistment. During the reenlistment window the boundary opens
completely, and Soldiers are free to translate low commitment into a decision to separate.
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These experiences cannot be analyzed in isolation from each other. Our dynamic model
posits that experiences carry over and influence the effects of experiences in subsequent career
units. This occurs in a number of ways. To begin with, Soldiers learn skills, knowledge, and
strategies during one period that allow them to better deal with the challenges that come in later
periods. In addition, each challenging experience results in a recalibration of individual
attachment levels (see below for a description of this process). But as experiences accrue,
attachment levels become more stable and recalibration more difficult. Finally, the successful
resolution of challenging experiences increases attachment by building one form of continuance
commitment. More specifically, each time a Soldier or a Family overcomes a challenge,
continuance commitment in the form of psychological investment increases.

Further, many important separation-related beliefs and attitudes carry over from one
period to the next. For example, feelings of mistreatment, injustice, or pride accumulate over
time and are not easily changed as a result of new experiences. Attitudes stabilize as experience
increases.

Finally, Soldiers come to the Army with differing levels of commitment. Some expect to
make the Army a career while others are uncertain. Changes as a result of experiences are
changes from very different starting points. In addition, Soldiers come to the Army with different
values, skills, expectations, personalities, enlistment motivations, and especially knowledge.
These all enter into the attachment processes that will be described in the next section.

To summarize, Soldiers come to the Army with different levels of attachment. These
attachment levels change as they flow through a series of discrete and particularly challenging
experiences — experiences often predictable as part of a normal Army career. Lowered
attachment leads to increased efforts to separate from the Army, but separation is constrained by
structural factors that change over time. Finally, each experience changes the Soldier in ways
that influence reactions to subsequent experiences.

Affective Based Attachment Processes

In the previous section we argued that commitment is the proximal cause of both attrition
and non-reenlistment. In this section, we discuss what we believe are the processes that drive
individual levels of commitment. As mentioned previously, and consistent with existing
literature on organizational commitment, we will divide overall commitment into the three
subcomponents: affective, continuance, and normative commitment. We assume, based upon
both Army and civilian literature, that the sense of overall attachment is driven by processes
related to each of these three commitment components. We also assume, based upon the same
literature, that affective commitment has the largest influence on overall commitment and
subsequent separation (Meyer, Stanley, Herscovitch & Topolnytsky, 2002). Therefore,
processes related to affective commitment form the core of the model.
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A visual depiction of the attachment processes we propose can be seen in Figure 3. It
should be understood that the visual presents a simplified depiction of the more complete process
described in the narrative.
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Figure 3-3. Soldier Attachment Process

As stated earlier, affective commitment is attachment based upon the extent to which a
given employee "wants" to remain with the organization because he or she enjoys being a part of
it, because the organization's values are consistent with his or her values, or because the member
sees his or her needs as being met by membership in the organization. Our model explicitly gives
the largest role to affective commitment.

How does such commitment develop? Interestingly, almost no research has been done in
the military to address this question. Although more research has been done in civilian
populations, much of that research reports static correlations between features of work
environments (e.g. pay, leadership quality) and commitment. None of the research takes a full
process perspective.
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Experiences Influence Affective Commitment.

In our judgment, attachment develops as an outcome of critical experiences. We make
some simplifying assumptions about such experiences that are supported in the literature. Our
first assumption is that people structure their life experiences episodically (Beal, Weiss, Barros
& MacDermid, 2005). That is, they recall and describe these experiences (with some degree of
fuzziness) with discernable beginnings and endings and with clear labels for each experience as a
unit. As examples we would list "my first deployment,” "basic training," "the birth of my first
child,” etc. Thus, careers are a progression of discrete episodic experiences. Of particular
importance in our model are those experiences that challenge the well being of Soldiers and,
where relevant, families. These challenging situations are defined episodes in which resources
are taxed and well being threatened. Many, but not all such situations are shared by Soldiers
(e.g., deployments and basic training), and many, but not all occur at predictable points in
Soldiers' careers.

Our second assumption is that these experiences, as a career unit, get tagged with overall
evaluations at their conclusion. This tag is the evaluation of the episodic experience. Kahneman
(1999) has noted the ubiquity of the evaluation of experiences both large and small. This
evaluation is the assessment of how Soldiers feel about what they have just experienced.

Finally, as the challenge is worked through and the Soldier looks back on it, he/she can
and does create an overall assessment or evaluation of the full experience. "Now that it's over,
how do | feel about it?" "Now that I'm home, how do | feel about the deployment?" "Now that
my location has changed, how do | feel about it?" We believe that these overall judgments of
life's experiences and challenges are the basic data that people use to develop their evaluation of
how satisfied they are with the Army and their consequent level of affective attachment. During
each challenge, as the episode develops and is worked through, Soldiers experience a wide range
of emotional states. They can feel stressed but proud, angry and happy. At any moment a Soldier
could be asked to provide a sense of how he or she is feeling at that time, and that state would
predict a variety of behaviors at that moment.

Yet, in making these judgments people do not merely add up or average the momentary
affective experiences through the episode. Research by Kahnemann (1999) clearly shows that
overall assessments of episodes are not predicted by average affective states through the episode,
but by the combination of the level of peak experiences and the level of affect at the end of the
experience. Kahnemann refers to this as the "peak-end rule”. Although Kahnemann's research
focuses on episodes of shorter time frames than we are discussing here, we believe that his
insight into the process that drives episodic evaluations generalizes to this context. We would,
however, add one other factor that we think influences overall evaluations.

In addition to some combination of momentary affective states, we believe that overall
evaluations of experiences are influenced by a Soldier's assessment of personal growth
developing from the experience. Soldiers look back on each experience and evaluate it in terms
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of the pleasantness/unpleasantness of the experience itself and what has been taken from the
experience. That is, they evaluate how pleasant they perceived the experience to be, and combine
that assessment with an evaluation of the extent to which the experience has contributed to their
desired goals and achievements, whether personal or professional. If the experience has resulted
in their moving a step closer to those goals, it is evaluated favorably. If it was also pleasant, that
enhances the evaluation. Note that the two outcomes are not always the same. Some experiences
can be quite unpleasant, but still contribute to the individual’s growth. Finally, we believe that
the overall evaluation is also influenced by the assessment of the strengthening or damage done
to an overall sense of positive affect and comfort.

How do these evaluations influence attachment? After each experience the overall
assessment figures into a "recalibration” of current levels of satisfaction and affective
commitment. Three additional points follow from this suggestion. First, recalibration becomes
less pronounced as experiences accrue and attitudes gain strength and stabilize. Second, the
recalibrated attitude is not so firm as to become immune to contextual factors when the attitude is
assessed or attachment related decisions made. Third, the connection of the experience's overall
"evaluation" to satisfaction and attachment will be moderated by attributions about the Army's
responsibility for the outcome of the experience and the emotions involved.

Experience evaluations are not the only outcome of interest. We also believe that, to
varying degrees, each situation provides some level of growth to essential skills and resources.
Coping resources, task skills, support networks, etc. are all potentially incremented as a
consequence of experiencing major challenges to well being. Such skills then become available
as resources for the next challenge as well as for general job demands. We will refer to this as the
"growth outcome”, recognizing that each component grows in varying amounts depending upon
successful outcomes and the type of challenge. It is important to recognize that these "growth
outcomes" are not equivalent to the perception of growth mentioned earlier, although they are
obviously related.

So, we believe that as Soldiers reflect on each challenging experience, they develop
overall assessments of the experience based upon the most intense emotional states during the
episodes, the affective states at the ends of the episodes, and their sense of growth from the
experiences.

In Summary:

e Challenging experiences occur many times over the course of a career leading to cognitive
growth and knowledge

o Different career phases are associated with different kinds of challenges (prototype
challenges for each phase can be identified)
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e The key outcomes of challenges for our model are: (The first can go up or down. The last can
only go up.)
o affective evaluation
o growth

e The overall evaluation of each experience leads to a recalibration of satisfaction and
attachment/commitment.

e The recalibration power of a challenge goes down as the number of challenges overcome
increases and attitudes stabilize, making it harder to change commitment levels

e The recalibration power of experience depends upon whether the person is in a decision
window or a period in which attachment/commitment is otherwise salient.

Affective commitment is not only the result of the large events that create major
challenges for individuals and families. Research suggests that the smaller daily experiences of
work, both positive and negative, can have an important influence on affective commitment
(Weiss, Nicholas & Daus, 1999). Large events and challenges certainly have their effects, but so
too do the daily ups and downs of life. Our model therefore incorporates daily emotional
experiences as an influence on affective commitment.

Finally, research shows that although commitment is correlated with a sense of identity
with the organization, commitment and identity are best understood as separate constructs (Mael
& Tetrick, 1992). To this point, causal research connecting these constructs is sparse, as is
research showing how identity develops over time. The difficulty in examining the connection
between these constructs is exacerbated by the fact that the popular Meyer and Allen (1997)
measure of affective commitment contains items that tap into shared values and identity.
Nonetheless, we believe, following Mael & Tetrick (1992) that it makes sense to think of identity
as distinct from affective commitment and to further consider identity as one cause of affective
commitment. Although we assume that a sense of identity is fostered by activities and
experiences inherent in the role of Soldier, as well as larger political and social circumstances,
we are not able to develop a precise description of those processes. Consequently, it remains an
exogenous variable in the model.

Social identity/social categorization theorists (Turner, 1999; Turner, Hogg, Oakes,
Reicher, & Weatherell, 1987; van Knippenberg & Ellemers, 2003) do, however, discuss the
possibility of multiple identities existing in a hierarchy of priority (e.g., I'm a father before I'm a
reservist). They refer to this as "identity salience.” We suggest, generally, that identity salience is
an influence on commitment and more specifically that marriage and family can reduce
commitment to the military by reducing the salience of the military identity.

In sum, we believe that affective commitment is primarily driven by three processes. One
process has to do with how individuals and families deal with the challenges they confront in
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each of the discrete career units. Another has to do with emotional experiences that result from
daily work activities. The third has to do with the sense of identification Soldiers have and
develop with the Army.

Individual Differences and Other Resources

Our experiential approach should not be interpreted to mean that individual differences
play no role in the continuance process. Certainly, the data belie that idea (see Chapter 5). Yet,
the continued demonstration of associations between individual difference constructs and
attrition or attrition intentions does little to develop the kind of coherent process-oriented
framework we desire. Instead, an approach that begins with the explication of the underlying
process and then lets that process suggest ideas for critical differences among Soldiers will be
more useful here. In this section we will present key individual difference constructs that connect
to our process.

We have suggested that commitment changes as the result of critical experiences.
Experiences can be entirely and consensually positive or they can present challenges to the well
being of individuals (and families as described below). While challenging experiences, even
extremely challenging experiences, can be identified, individual outcomes to those experiences
are not easily predictable. Bartone (2006) noted that few Soldiers develop Post Traumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD) after combat. In unpublished research by Weiss and colleagues at the Military
Family Research Institute, it was found that critical events in the experience of Soldiers, events
that predicted large changes in commitment, could be identified but the direction of those
changes was not easy to predict. The same experience could produce negative consequences in
some Soldiers and positive consequences in others.

Bartone (2006) has argued that an important influence on the outcomes of stressful
experiences in the military is trait hardiness (Kobasa, 1979; Funk, 1992). Developing out of the
stress literature as a way of understanding why stressful events produce different outcomes in
people, trait hardiness has been postulated by Bartone to moderate the outcomes of military
stressors such as combat experience and deployments. Bartone, working from the literature on
hardiness, suggests that it is composed of four critical individual difference characteristics: a
high sense of life and work commitment; a high sense of personal control; openness to change; a
desire to learn and grow. Bartone has expressed the belief that the traits which define hardiness
operate by influencing the ways people frame stressful situations. He said "if a stressful or
painful experience can be cognitively framed or made sense of within a broader perspective that
holds that all existence is essentially interesting, worthwhile, fun, a matter of personal choice,
and providing chances to learn and grow, then the stressful experience can have beneficial
psychological effects instead of harmful ones.” (p. 141).

Although Bartone and others working in the area focus on outcomes of severe stressful
events (military operations, for example), we are suggesting that it is also relevant to our model.
We make this suggestion for two reasons; first, it is obvious that many of the challenging
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experiences that shape continuance are stressful. We prefer to use the term challenge because we
do not want to limit research to the more dramatic events of a military career. Future research
will determine the kinds of events and nature of challenges that are relevant. Second, an
examination of the features of hardiness, sense of control, openness to change, and so on, are
generally relevant to dealing with all sorts of life challenges.

Resilience is a concept very much related to hardiness. Indeed, Bartone (2006) has used
these terms together, suggesting that resilience is the outcome predicted by trait hardiness. Yet,
an overlapping but relatively independent literature on resilience also exists. This literature can
be traced to efforts to account for why children growing up in conditions of high risk for
maladjustment do not end up maladjusted (Masten & Reed, 2002). However, since its inception
it has been broadened and a literature on adult and family resilience has developed. Tugade and
Frederickson (2004) represented resilience as the capacity to "bounce back from negative
events."

Research on resilience points to underlying traits similar to hardiness. Such constructs as
locus of control and self-efficacy are also seen as important elements of individual resilience.
Recently, a good amount of attention has been paid to the contribution of positive affect on
resilience (Frederickson, 2002; Ong, Bergeman, Bisconti & Wallace, 2006; Tugade and
Frederickson, 2004). Research converges on the finding that positive affective states, either
driven by trait positive affectivity or situational events, can buffer the effects of negative events.
Ong et al. (2006) suggested multiple mechanisms for the effect of positive affectivity, including
flexibility in problem solving, adaptive coping and facilitation of social support.

Independent of and related to these resilience concepts are personal variables that capture
levels of behavioral regulation and self control. Challenging experiences create a continuous
stream of emotional states. These states can instigate dysfunctional behavior that is not
conducive to effectively working through a challenge and also that can be considered
misbehavior by the Army (e.g., aggression or substance abuse). The ability to control behavior in
the face of emotional instigation — self-regulatory maturity — is an important moderator of
outcomes to challenging experiences. Further, it is also potentially an important part of the
growth that can develop from such experiences.

Taken together, we believe that a critical constellation of individual difference variables,
falling in the broad category of resilience or hardiness, will be important for determining a
Soldier's reactions to challenging experiences. Without yet knowing the specific processes
involved, it seems clear that personality variables like self-efficacy, personal control, positive
affectivity, and regulatory capability help determine outcomes to challenging experiences.

Social resources can also influence the outcomes of challenging experiences. Bliese
(2006) has described the importance of the unit's social climate in helping Soldiers deal with
challenges encountered during a military career. For Bliese a critical component of unit climate
is the support from the unit leader. Interestingly, Bartone (2006) reported research indicating that
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leader hardiness influences unit responses to stress, presumably by influencing the unit members'
interpretation of events.

Finally, the organization as a whole provides another pool of resources for responding to
challenge. Here we can think in very specific terms, such things as the quality of training,
flexible and well constructed policies, etc. as well as in perceptual terms like perceived
organizational support (Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchison & Sowa, 1986.)

Overall, we view responses to experiences as moderated by resources available to
Soldiers. Critical individual difference variables comprise the personal resources that Soldiers
bring to each experience and in many cases grow out of those experiences. Unit and
organizational resources are relevant as well.

Family Experiences

A key assumption for us is that there is a qualitative difference between commitment
processes for married Soldiers and for single Soldiers. As we discussed previously, marriage, and
particularly family responsibilities associated with child rearing, may change the underlying
processes that affect commitment. In effect, being married and/or having children may change
the focus of attention of each Soldier from his/her relationship with the Army to the success,
health, and prosperity of the Family. Events and experiences are interpreted relative to how they
threaten or enhance the life of the Family. Separation becomes one strategy for protecting the
Family. As a consequence, an important initial moderator of attachment/separation processes is
whether or not the Soldier is married and has children. Of course, as mentioned previously, we
recognize that there are individual differences in the importance of family.

In describing the processes for Soldiers with Families, we suggest that they are in many
ways analogous to the processes described for individuals. That is, experiences drive attachment
as mediated by the overall evaluation of those experiences. In this regard, a key type of
experience is an experience that provides a threat or challenge to family well-being. Army
careers are characterized by experiences that pose challenges to family well-being, such as
separation, long hours, and changes of station. Families are confronted with these challenges and
develop strategies to work through them. The frequency and severity of the challenges influence
the overall affective commitment of Soldiers (and their Family members), as moderated by the
families' abilities to successfully work through the challenges.

As with individuals, families bring resources to cope with these challenges. Like
individuals, families vary in their resilience (Wiens & Boss, 2006). Walsh (1998) defined family
resilience as "key interactional processes that enable families to withstand and rebound from
disruptive life challenges" (p. 3) and "a capacity to rebound from adversity strengthened and
more resourceful.” (p. 4). What factors seem to contribute to family resilience? Much of the
work on the topic has been stimulated by the research of McCubbin (see for example,
McCubbin, Thompson, Thompson & Fromer, 1998). Walsh pointed to such factors as a positive
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family outlook, spirituality, and open communication, particularly with regard to emotional
expression. Resilience also develops over time. Families learn coping strategies. They get
stronger as they successfully face challenges. Each challenge is faced using the resources learned
and developed through previous challenges.

Spousal unhappiness is also an important threat to family well-being. Spouses have their
own career interests that often conflict with Army life. Spouses can get bored and lonely. They
can also develop friendships and have growth experiences. Our model suggests that spousal
happiness is an important influence on Soldier affective commitment, as mediated by family
threat and well-being.

Finally, as we have suggested earlier, an important moderator of this whole set of
processes is the salience of the Family as part of the Soldier's identity. To the extent that the
family identity is salient, these processes will play out. To the extent that family identity is low,
even for married Soldiers, these processes will become less relevant.

In sum, Soldiers with high family identity salience judge each challenge in terms of its
threat to the Family. The evaluation of the challenging experience results from outcomes of
family interaction processes. Discussion of these processes is beyond the scope of the current
effort, except to say that like the individual the family brings resources to bear on each challenge
and like individuals these resources can grow as a result of working through the challenge.
Finally, the family focused affective evaluation leads to recalibration of commitment and
satisfaction.

Normative and Continuance Commitment

Most organizational discussions of commitment, following Meyer & Allen (1997),
postulate three components of overall attachment: affective, normative, and continuance
commitment. Meyer & Allen refer to them as three "mindsets”, really three bases on which
commitment can develop and be maintained. For turnover and continuance, research clearly
points to the affective commitment as having the greatest importance. Thus, our focus is on this
basis of attachment. However, any model of continuance cannot ignore the other components
(see Figure 3-3).

Continuance commitment refers to the constraints that make it difficult for people to
terminate relationships. Although older work on commitment tended to treat this as a single
construct, research has made the distinction between two forms of continuance commitment
(McGee & Ford, 1987; Jaros, 1997). One form encompasses the costs of termination, the
possibility of alternative jobs and so on. Here we are talking about factors that constrain people
from leaving jobs in spite of their lack of attachment. Although this has traditionally been seen as
a form of continuance commitment and an influence on overall commitment, we believe it is best
viewed as a moderator of the relationship between attachment attitudes and the engagement in
separation behaviors. That is, we believe that perceptions of constraint in this sense inhibit
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individuals from taking overt action to translate their lack of attachment to separation. As a
consequence, we have included perceptions of cost/alternatives, as a moderator of the
relationship between commitment and separation behaviors. Although not depicted visually, we
believe that this form of commitment is the result of rational cost benefit considerations.

Commitment researchers have also discussed the psychological investments that people
accumulate as a component of continuance commitment (Rusbult & Farrell, 1983). We agree
with the importance of psychological investment. Our model makes two assumptions about
investments. First, different from constraint, we believe investment has a direct effect on overall
commitment. Second, we believe it accrues in proportion to the number and degree of challenges
the Soldier has encountered and successfully negotiated. Thus, each time a Soldier overcomes
the challenges in an experiential unit successfully, the sense of investment increases. In this
sense, investment accumulates over time.

In the civilian literature normative commitment refers to employees' perceptions of a
moral or social obligation to maintain employment in their organization. It can be the
consequence of beliefs about the self such as "I'm not the type of person who easily quits a job™
or it can be the consequence of a sense of obligation to the organization or co-workers within the
organization. There has been an ongoing debate about the validity of normative commitment as
distinct from affective commitment (Ko, Price, & Mueller, 1997; Meyer, et al., 2002) and recent
Army research on commitment has focused only on affective and continuance commitment as a
result (Gade, et al., 2003). However, one might expect that normative commitment would be of
particular importance in the military. We believe it is premature to abandon the importance of
normative commitment on overall attachment to the Army. However, in recognition of the
existing research, our model gives a lesser role to normative commitment than it does to affective
or continuance commitment.

In addition, we believe that the factors that influence normative commitment are
relatively simple to describe. To begin with, in our view, much of normative commitment is the
consequence of values that Soldiers possess when they enter the Army. In addition, to the extent
that normative commitment changes over time, it is likely to do so as the result of the
development of personal, within-unit relationships that create a sense of obligation to fellow
Soldiers. Our model has a place for both factors.

In sum, the most proximal predictor of continuance behavior, both attrition and failure to
reenlist, is overall organizational commitment, or the sense of attachment a Soldier has to the
Army. Soldiers engage in separation or continuance behaviors as a function of their level of
commitment but the link between commitment and separation/continuance behaviors is
moderated by, especially, perceptions of employment opportunities outside the Army or loss of
benefits associated with an Army career. Overall commitment is in turn a function of three
specific types of commitment, affective, continuance, and normative, in that order of importance.
Affective commitment is determined by a combination of: (1) person variables, including
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individual differences such as self-efficacy, positive and negative affect, and identity around
being a Soldier; (2) challenges that threaten the well-being of individuals and families (for
Soldiers with families) and responses to those challenges as influenced by individual and family
resilience; and (3) the cumulative effect of smaller day-to-day hassles and positive experiences
and Soldiers' reactions to these experiences over time.

The model suggests that continuance commitment is a function of the psychological
investment Soldiers perceive they have in their Army career which is in turn related to the
number and degree of challenges they successfully negotiate cumulatively during their Army
experience. In other words, each time a Soldier successfully works through a career unit (e.g.,
basic training, a deployment), the notion is that the sense of investment increases. Finally,
normative commitment refers to Soldiers' perceptions of obligations to the Army and their fellow
Soldiers not to leave the Army. This kind of commitment is most likely linked to values a Soldier
brings with him/her, but it may also increase over time as loyalties develop with other Soldiers,
units, and the Army way of life.

In addition to these linkages within the model, it is important to recognize its dynamic
nature. The objective is to develop a dynamic process model of continuance, depicting the
processes that bring about changes in commitment and attitudes about continuance over time.

In the following section, we describe the development of surveys to test the model. The
STAY Project timeline required that we develop surveys to test the model while we continued to
work on model development. Thus, there are some components of the model (e.g., growth) that
were not included in the surveys.

Survey Development and Administration

The Career Continuance Model conceptualizes continuance as an evolving decision
process over time, rather than as a discrete, isolated event. However, time, budgetary, and
logistical constraints precluded the collection of longitudinal data, so we focused on collecting
cross-sectional data from Soldiers at various stages in their careers up through becoming junior
NCOs. Although this limited the extent to which influences outside the model affect the
described analyses, it provided insight into how key variables change over time by providing
"snapshots" of various stages in the Soldiers’ early careers. Thus, we collected data from
Soldiers at their unit of assignment as well as trainees in IET. In this section, we describe the
data collection process for both the Forces Command (FORSCOM) and Training and Doctrine
Command (TRADOC) installations.

Model Development Data: Content and Administration

In order to gather preliminary data on career continuance factors, we developed a Trainee
Inventory (referred to here as the FY06 Model Development Inventory) and administered it to

privates at reception battalions. The goal of this survey was to collect information on the
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attrition- and retention-related themes/factors influencing junior enlisted Soldiers, as identified
by the FY06 interviews and focus groups. By surveying receptees who had just entered the
Army, we gathered baseline data on key variables, such as Army expectations and commitment,
before the participants were indoctrinated into Army life. We were also interested in whether
there would be observable differences on key variables between our survey results and that of
prior research efforts. As such, whenever possible, we compared our findings to those reported in
Project First Term, one of the most recent large-scale projects to examine career continuance
among U.S. Army Soldiers.

The content of the FY06 Model Development Inventory is directly traceable to the career
continuance themes and factors discussed in Chapter 2. For example, the FY06 Trainee
Inventory included questions on family support (e.g., parental/spousal support for Army life),
commitment to Army life, reasons for joining the Army, perceived alternatives (i.e., alternative
career paths and comparison between Army and civilian life), Army expectations, and potential
shocks (e.g., homesickness, deployments, and injury). We also included numerous items
targeting individual differences that are thought to influence attrition and reenlistment decisions,
such as family background (e.g., family members in the military), high school and personal
experiences (e.g., academic achievement, participation in extracurricular activities and/or sports,
thoughts of quitting school or a job), importance of core Army values, positive/negative affect,
and personality variables (e.g., work locus of control and action control orientation).
Additionally, participants were questioned on their Army continuance intentions, both in the
short-term (i.e., whether they intended to reenlist for a second contract term) and the long-term
(i.e., whether they intended to stay in the Army until retirement). The bulk of the survey content
came from existing, previously validated scales developed for military (e.g., Project First Term;
Strickland, 2005) and civilian (e.g., Work Locus of Control; Spector, 1988) samples. The project
team supplemented existing scales with newly developed guestions, when necessary.

The FY06 Model Development Inventory was administered to 2,631 receptees at two
TRADOC installations: Fort Benning, Georgia and Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri. The Fort
Benning survey, administered in August 2006, contained 299 items and took approximately two
and a half hours to complete. After the Fort Benning data collection, we made modifications to
the survey based on feedback from receptees and ARI. Although most of the changes were
minor, a more substantial change involved adding personality items from the International
Personality Item Pool (IPIP; Goldberg, Johnson, Eber, Hogan, Ashton, Cloninger, & Gough,
2006) in order to adequately cover individual difference variables. The revised survey,
administered at Fort Leonard Wood in September and October 2006, had 467 items and took
approximately three hours to complete.
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Model Testing Data: Content and Administration

To test the Career Continuance Model, we developed two analogous surveys — the
Soldier Inventory and the Trainee Inventory — for administration to Soldiers at FORSCOM posts
and trainees at TRADOC installations, respectively. These surveys are referred to here as Model
Testing FORSCOM and Model Testing TRADOC. The survey development process was guided
by information collected from focus groups and interviews in FY06, as well as results from the
Model Development Inventory. Because our goal was to develop a comprehensive framework,
survey items tapped a wide range of factors thought to influence attrition and reenlistment
decisions. In particular, we focused on the career continuance themes and factors described in
Chapter 2.

There was a substantial amount of overlap between the Model Testing FORSCOM and
Model Testing TRADOC Surveys and the Model Development Inventory. Both Model Testing
surveys were divided into sections. The first section, Personal History and Experience, included
questions on familiarity/experience with the military; high school experiences (e.g., sports,
activities, work experience, thoughts of quitting); and career paths/alternatives considered prior
to enlisting. The second section, Military Expectations, Experiences, and Attitudes, incorporated
questions on expectations of Army life; comparisons between Army and civilian life;
commitment to the Army; Army continuance intentions; and satisfaction with Army life,
leadership, unit cohesion, and training. Individual difference variables, such as positive/negative
affect, work locus of control, importance of core Army values, and personal resilience, were
targeted in the third section, Personal Attitudes and Beliefs. The fourth section, Family, included
questions on family background, support, satisfaction with Army life, and spouse/significant
other resilience.

Although the Model Testing and Model Development surveys had very similar content,
there were noteworthy differences. For example, the Model Testing surveys included a fifth
section, Deployments, that asked participants about their deployment experiences (e.g.,
number/frequency of deployments), deployment-related stress, and satisfaction with
deployments. The Model Development survey asked a few deployment-related questions as well
(e.g., attitudes toward future deployments), but the questions were incorporated in the second
section, Military Expectations, Experiences, and Attitudes. The Model Testing Surveys also
included questions on use and quality of Army benefits, motives for reenlisting, and
spouse/significant other adjustment to Army life. Finally, we modified some of the items on the
survey to target the intended recipients. For example, FORSCOM Soldiers were asked, "How
has your commitment to the Army ch