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FOREWORD

This reader provides historical context for an
examination of officer talent management practices in
the United States Army. It was prepared by Dr. Arthur
T. Coumbe of the Army’s Office of Economic and
Manpower Analysis.
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I
OVERVIEW

INTRODUCTION

The Army has never had an overarching and
integrative plan to access, develop, retain and employ
talented officers through a career of service. Over the
years, however, it has addressed one or another of these
components in some fashion. To provide some historical
context for the present subject, I offer an overview of the
Officer Corps and its management in the modern era. By
design, I have sacrificed nuance for clarity as I attempt
to highlight general trends.

THE ROOT REFORMS

The U.S. Army Officer Corps, along with the policies
and assumptions that underpin its management, has
passed through several watersheds since the turn of the
twentieth century. The first occurred during the tenure
of corporation lawyer Elihu Root as Secretary of War
(1899-1903). Under Root's tutelage, the Army began its
transformation from a constabulary force focused on
policing the frontier to one that would by the 1920s
embrace the concept of the Nation in Arms.

The introduction of a General Staff and a system of
professional military education designed to prepare
officers for specific stages in their careers signaled the
demise of the frontier army and the regimental system
that sustained it. In its place arose the prototype of the
modern officer management system, featuring a



variegated career pattern characterized by a rotation
between staff and line assignments and punctuated with
periodic professional training. Root's was essentially an
industrial age blueprint, inspired by the corporate
production model, which in his time had become a
prevalent form of business organization.

WORLD WAR1

World War I necessitated adjustments to the Army's
officer accessions and management practices. Before
that conflict, the Army obtained its officers from West
Point, civil life, and, to a very limited degree, the
enlisted ranks. Due to the immense scale of the war, the
Army turned to Officer Training Schools (OTS), the
progenitors of the modern OCS system, for the vast
majority of its junior leaders. Although the first classes
(following the pre-war "Plattsburgh" formula) admitted
substantial numbers of so-called "social elites," the War
Department soon evidenced a decided preference for
enlisted men as officer aspirants. In this clash of
massive, industrial era armies, the Army's most pressing
need was for technically proficient platoon leaders, not
for broadly educated junior officers adept at
sophisticated abstract reasoning and prepared for a
career of military service.

The Army's first foray into large scale officer
management took place during this time. It was
necessitated by the Officer Corps” rapid expansion to
over 200,000 men and to "simplify the procedure of
discovering [officer] talent and assigning it where most
needed." To serve these ends, the War Department
developed the Officer Qualification Card and the
Commissioned Officers Rating Scale. Both devices were



intended to match skills and attributes with leadership
requirements.!

THE INTERWAR YEARS

After victory and demobilization, the U.S. Army
Officer Corps shrank to 12,000 men, and wartime officer
accessions and management systems were abandoned.
During the interwar years, one of the Army's main
purposes was to provide training and leadership for a
temporary mass army should the need for such a force
arise. The system of officer development schools
introduced by Secretary Root remained in place, albeit
expanded and refined. Attendance at the Command
and General Staff College at Fort Leavenworth became a
mark of professional distinction and a virtual
prerequisite for high rank. Adjustments were made in
school curricula to incorporate the lessons learned in the
war and the perceived demands of a new and somewhat
uncertain international environment.?

The Chiefs of Services, or branches as they are called
today, remained key players in officer management.
Indeed, they had an importance rivaling that of the
Chief of Staff himself. They were, according to General
Bruce Palmer, "the Mama, Papa, [and] Mecca" for the
Regular Army (RA) officer, controlling virtually every
aspect of his professional life.3

The promotion prospects for officers were quite bleak
throughout most of the interwar period. Following the
armistice, the Army reduced many officers to their
permanent RA grade and introduced a single promotion
list. The lack of promotion opportunities, a byproduct of
the so-called "hump" in officer strength created by the
war, resulted in many officers spending most of their



career in the same grade. Only with the outbreak of
World War II would promotion opportunities for
regulars open up once again.*

By design, West Point was the principal source of
regular officers during this era. Senior military colleges
and, to a lesser extent, «civilian universities,
supplemented the output of the Military Academy
while the enlisted ranks became an insignificant source
of new lieutenants. The War Department was not
looking for immediately employable platoon leaders but
for junior officers with a broad inventory of intellectual
skills and abilities that would make them invaluable
senior leaders in the Army of the future.>

WORLD WAR II

World War II saw the Officer Corps grow from 17,000
to 835,000. To effect this expansion, in 1942 the War
Department decentralized officer management, creating
three major commands -- the Army Ground Forces
(AGF), the Army Service Forces (ASF), and the Army
Air Forces (AAF) -- to control and administer the
training and management of officers.

Many critics attributed the Army's officer
management problems during the war to this
decentralized system. One of the most troubling issues
was the severe distributional imbalance that existed
among the various branches. Throughout most of the
war, there were far too many anti-aircraft and field
artillery officers and too few infantry, armor, and
engineer officers. This system was also blamed for
officer "pooling." In 1943, the Army's Inspector General
reported that about half of all ASF officers had been
sitting in replacement pools for extended periods, where



they attended a "makeshift" training, designed primarily
to keep them busy. It seemed that officers who lacked
desired skills and ability were being shunted into these
pools because they were not wanted in units.
Reclassification of these marginal performers was not a
viable option because of extremely cumbersome
administrative procedures it entailed.®

The vast majority of officers who led an army of
8,300,000 men came from three sources: [1] from those
who had received training in peacetime military
agencies -- the National Guard, the Officers' Reserve
Corps (ORC), the Reserve Officers' Training Corps
(ROTC), and the Citizens' Military Training Camps
(CMTC); [2] from a body of civilians with special skills
(who were awarded direct commissions); and [3] from
officer candidate schools (OCS). OCS was by far the
largest source of new officers. In its selection of OCS
candidates, the Army again favored enlisted men, since
they were thought to make the best platoon leaders --
superior to ROTC and even USMA graduates.

During the war, the existing educational facilities of
the Army focused upon immediate requirements -- i.e.,
training large numbers of men for specific duties in an
emergency situation. Education was greatly curtailed.
At West Point, courses were compressed and
accelerated. Some army service schools saw their
courses suspended.”

FROM WORLD WAR TO COLD WAR

World War II ended what one historian has referred
to as the "golden age" of the branch chiefs. After the
war, a "semi-centralized" career management division
was set up to oversee officer assignments. Still,



continuity was more evident than change. The branches
remained powerful entities and continued to regulate
career patterns.?

The old, interwar Army had been relatively
uncomplicated, small, close-knit, and somewhat insular.
The Army that emerged after World War II, however,
was large, multifarious, somewhat disjointed, and more
integrated into society as a whole. Whereas the interwar
Officer Corps was intended to provide the nucleus for a
temporary mass army, the new one was called upon to
lead a permanent standing army capable of dealing with
the global threat posed by the Soviet Union.”

As a result, the Army sought a wider distribution of
talented officers to deal with the more complex and
wide-ranging threat it faced in the post-war era.
National security now entailed diplomacy, science,
foreign aid, and industrial and technological
development as much as it did traditional military
training. Once again, the Army's system of officer
development was refined and enlarged to incorporate
the lessons of the last war and to meet the challenges
posed by the new international order.1?

After dominating the peacetime Officer Corps for a
century and a half, West Point lost its quantitative
preeminence as a commissioning source. The vast size
of the U.S. Cold War defense establishment led to this
loss of ascendancy. ROTC, which produced junior
officers with a wide range of academic skills, became the
engine of the Army’s officer corps. By the mid-1950s, in
fact, ROTC was producing twice as many regular
officers as West Point. OCS was retained but drastically
reduced in scope.l!

Officer management was placed on a new footing
with the passage of the Officer Personnel Act of 1947,



which allowed for greater flexibility in the handling of
officers.

Prior to the passage of this legislation, it had been
practically impossible to eliminate poor performers,
which resulted in the Army being filled with hundreds,
perhaps thousands, of colonels and lieutenant colonels it
did not want. The Army published its first technical
manual for officer career management in response to
this legislation. In this manual, career management
objectives were crafted to channel an officer's career into
various different types of jobs within the confines of his
assigned branch. Extended or repetitive duty in any
single capacity was to be avoided; specialization was a
professional sin.!?

The basic objective of officer management remained
"to develop a highly competent officer corps to serve in
positions of progressively higher responsibility in the
event of a national emergency," and the end result of the
process was to be a broadly trained officer, capable of
grasping the wide sweep of the Army's missions and
responsibilities.!?

Many of the assumptions and policies that
underpinned officer career management at this time
were shared in the corporate world. Like the Army,
corporations in the post-World War II era aimed to
develop general management skills in prospective
executives by encouraging lateral career moves across
functions and departments. The end result, it was
hoped, would be a leader capable of grasping the
entirety of the corporation's operations.!



THE TURBULENT SIXTIES AND EARLY
SEVENTIES

A third watershed in the evolution of the Officer
Corps began in the early 1960s and would end in the
advent of the All Volunteer Force (AVF). While the first
watershed determined that the professional officer
should be broadly trained and versatile, and the second
determined that the Officer Corps would be large,
varied, and broadly based, so the events of the 1960s
and early 1970s suggested that in addition to their other
skills, Army officers should be analytical, lucid, and
capable of defending their positions in words and in
writing. If officers did not possess these capabilities and
attributes, some feared, they would be overwhelmed in
a defense department dominated by Secretary of
Defense Robert McNamara and his army of systems
analysts.1®

In fact, one of McNamara's first moves as defense
chief was to order a review of the Army's system of
officer management. The group that conducted that
review found a system in disarray; responsibility within
the Department of the Army for officer personnel
questions was diffused; priorities had not been
established; and career managers pursued many
separate and short-range objectives. No single
integrated effort gave officer management coherence
and direction. To remedy these defects, the group called
for the elimination of the Office of the Chief of Technical
Services and the transfer of officer personnel
management to a new organization called the Office of
Personnel Operations (OPO). McNamara promptly
approved these recommendations. The concentration of
all personnel functions in one special staff agency



imparted a degree of unity to the management of
officers and, some were convinced, to the Army as an
institution.

Despite this organizational overhaul, the branch-
centered management system remained essentially
unchanged. The adjustments changed "who" controlled
officer career planning and assignments rather than
"how" they would be managed and employed. In short,
the basic assumptions that had guided the assignment
and career progression of officers since Elihu Root’s
time still guided personnel policy.1®

THE ADVENT OF THE ALL VOLUNTEER FORCE
(AVF)

The volunteer Army that emerged from the tumult of
the Vietnam era was smaller, more disciplined, more
expensive, more inward-looking, and more tied to the
fluctuations of the marketplace that its conscription-
based predecessor had been. It came into being at the
dawn of what many observers now refer to as the
Information Age. The microchip or integrated circuit,
used commercially for the first time in the early sixties,
was by the early 1970s beginning to transform the
economy and business practices.

After relying heavily upon OCS during the Vietnam
War, and with the example of My Lai and Lieutenant
Calley before it, the Army became wary of relying too
heavily upon un-degreed officers. As a result, after the
war OCS was scaled back and ROTC re-emerged as the
Army’s principal commissioning source. ROTC,
however, emerged from the Viethnam War with a
reduced profile among the nation's most competitive
colleges, and some Army officials worried about the



military and social ramifications of this retreat from the
nation's centers of intellectual excellence.

The Army's current officer management system has
its origins in a study on military professionalism
conducted by the U.S. Army War College in 1971. The
My Lai incident had moved Army Chief of Staff William
Westmoreland to launch a complete review of the state
of the Officer Corps. Out of this effort came a
centralized promotion and command selection process,
designated command tours, and primary and secondary
specialties for officers. Collectively, these new practices
were referred to as the Officer Personnel Management
System (OPMS). While it improved the career planning
process, OPMS had little effect on the Army's approach
to the employment and development of junior officers.!”

Approximately two years after the introduction of
OPMS 1, the Army convened yet another board to
examine officer education and training needs. The
resultant study, “A Review of Education and Training
for Officers (RETO),” laid the philosophical foundation
for a comprehensive system of career development from
pre-commissioning through retirement. The board saw
many of its recommendations eventually adopted,
although its proposal to institute rigorous intellectual,
physical, and psychological screening mechanisms for
entry into ROTC proved too difficult and controversial
to institute, at least in manner envisioned by the RETO
board.!®

The Defense Officer Personnel Management Act
(DOPMA) of 1980, which replaced the Officer Personnel
Act of 1947 as the legislative basis for officer promotions
and assignments, was the next major milestone in the
history of officer management. Through this legislation,
Congress hoped to, among other things, retain officers
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with scientific and technological talent and afford
reasonably uniform career opportunities among the
services. Like the OPMS introduced in the 1970s,
however, DOPMA represented evolutionary rather than
revolutionary change. Built upon legislation from the
1940s and 1950s, some of its key provisions incorporated
ideas and policies that had been around since before the
turn of the century. DOPMA's restrictiveness bothered
many observers. Its provisions relative to assignments,
promotions, and retirements were based on time in
service and were applied unvaryingly and somewhat
rigidly across the defense establishment.

In the early 1980s, the Army Chief of Staff, Edward C.
Meyer, ordered an assessment of DOPMA's effect on the
Officer Corps. The resultant Professional Development
of Officers Study (PDOS) led to a second iteration of
OPMS and more incremental changes to the way the
Army managed its officers, i.e., the single branch track,
new functional areas, and a revised officer classification
system. This study, like those that had preceded it, took
aim at pressing contemporary problems.?’ In 1987,
General Carl E. Vuono ordered an appraisal of leader
development to reconcile the changes in policy and law
that had occurred since the introduction of OPMS II
with existing officer management practices. This
resulted in the Leader Development Action Plan
(LDAP), which contained over 50 recommendations that
were eventually incorporated into OPMS I1.2!

THE POST-COLD WAR ERA
Shortly after the LDAP was introduced, the Army

embarked upon a momentous transformation
occasioned by the end of the Cold War. The dissolution
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of the Soviet Union enabled a dramatic reduction in the
size of the Army and its Officer Corps. While these
reductions were being effected, certain key pieces of
legislation, passed in the late 1980s and early 1990s to
address urgent issues that the services were then facing,
began to constrain the flexibility of personnel managers.
The Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986 (designed to
promote interoperability) and amendments to Titles VIII
and XI of the US. Code (aimed at closer active and
reserve component cooperation) had the effect of
narrowing the range of assignment opportunities
available to officers.?

The post-Cold War “draw-down” created significant
officer management challenges for the Army. A force
structure and inventory mismatch, dysfunctional
assignment practices, an inflated rating system, a
pervasive "zero-defects" mentality, tensions generated
by an elevated operational tempo, an erosion in the war-
fighting skills of the Officer Corps, and truncated
command tours suggested that something was seriously
awry in the way the Army managed and developed its
leaders. Critics complained that the Army had a "Cold
War" mentality and that its human capital management
practices were still rooted in the Industrial Age. They
urged the Army to adapt its outlook and business
practices to the requirements of the Information Age, a
term that came into general use in the late 1980s and
early 1990s to describe the changes that were, and had
been for several decades, transforming the global
economy.?

To deal with these Officer Corps challenges, then-
Chief of Staff Dennis J. Reimer chartered a review of
OPMS II. In 1996, he asked Major General David H.
Ohle and a team of field grade officers to assess that
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system's effectiveness in the context of the Army's
existing and projected needs. In mid-1997, General
Reimer approved a system developed by Ohle’s team.
Called OPMS 1II, it was predicated upon developing
“competency” in the Officer Corps. While it left junior
officer development virtually untouched, it had a major
impact on mid-career officers by grouping interrelated
branches and functional areas into four career fields:
Operations, Information Operations, Institutional
Support, and Operational Support. Under OPMS 111,
officers competed for promotion only within the same
career field, effectively ending the "dual tracking"
promotion system which had proved so professionally
stultifying in the past.?*

Some heralded OPMS III as a step in the right
direction--it provided alternative career choices and
increased the chances for promotion and battalion
command for a larger number of officers. Others were
less enthusiastic. Some felt that it allowed “operators” to
maintain their "stranglehold on flag-level positions,"
ensuring that specialists and experts remained on the
margins of the profession.?

In 2000, critics of OPMS III had some of their
opinions confirmed when General Eric Shinseki, the
CSA, entrusted the TRADOC commander with the task
of examining how the Army was preparing officers for
the challenges of the next century. The Army Training
and Leader Development Panel (ATLDP) which
performed this task found that the personnel
management system was too focused on meeting
"gates'-- or in the words of (then) Major General
William M. Steele, "placing faces in spaces"-- than on
quality leader development. The panel also found the
Officer Education System (OES) needed revamping.
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That system, judged as too attuned to Cold War
methods and assumptions, was deemed out of synch
with the Army's expanded set of missions and
responsibilities.?®

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

Since the launch of Iraqi Freedom, the Army has
revised its officer education system in an attempt to
align it with the requirements of an extended conflict.
Army training and education programs from pre-
commissioning to the senior service college level have
incorporated lessons learned from Southwest Asia into
their curricula. A three-phased Basic Officer Leader
Course (BOLC) was introduced in an attempt to ensure
that lieutenants arrived at their first unit of assignment
competent in leadership skills, small unit tactics, and
branch fundamentals.?”

As in previous periods of extended conflict, the
Army's "mix" of commissioning sources has departed
from peacetime patterns. Even before the launch of
Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003, the Army was
increasingly relying upon OCS for its junior leaders due
to declining officer continuation rates and reduced
funding of ROTC. As a result, by 2007, and for the first
time since the advent of the all-volunteer force, ROTC
furnished less than half of the Army's active duty
commissioning cohort. Both Congress and senior Army
leaders have expressed concern about what this might
portend for both the Officer and NCO Corps.

There has been growing recognition in many quarters
that the Army needs both a deep and broad distribution
of talent in its Officer Corps to meet the demands of the
future. At the beginning of the century, the emphasis
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was on accessing and developing '"technologically
savvy" officers capable of understanding and managing
complex weapons systems. More recently, the call for
technologically educated officers has been joined by a
demand for culturally sensitive leaders. The study of
foreign languages and cultures has consequently gained
a new salience.

Refinements have continued to be made to the
OPMS. The latest version, introduced in September
2006, replaced the four career fields of OPMS III with
three new functional categories, namely: Maneuver,
Fires and Effects; Operations Support; and Force
Sustainment. =~ As in past revisions of the OPMS,
however, the changes effected were essentially
incremental in nature. The task force that accomplished
the revision took what it collectively considered to be a
"proven system" and tweaked it so that it could better
address current needs.?8

Over the last decade, calls have been made with
increasing frequency to replace the old personnel
management system, rooted as it is in the methods and
assumptions of the Industrial Age, with one focused on
officer intellectual abilities, bringing the Army on line
with the best practices in human capital and enterprise
management. It took several centuries for armies to
adjust to the new socio-economic arrangements that
replaced the feudal system and decades for armies to
adjust to the demands of the Industrial Age. How long it
will take for armies to adjust to the requirements of the
Information Age is a matter of current speculation.?
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CONCLUSION

There is a strong strand of continuity running
through the way the Army has managed its Officer
Corps over the last century. The Army's officer
management policies have undergone frequent revision
since 1900, primarily to address issues of contemporary
importance. In effecting these revisions, the Army, and
in some cases Congress, have taken the existing system
as their base and tweaked it to achieve immediately
desired outcomes. As a consequence, the current system
of officer management has an administrative
superstructure consisting of disparate policies and
procedures that have accumulated over decades to
address specific problems. This patchwork rests upon a
foundation built by Elihu Root and firmly rooted it in
the Industrial Age. Such an incrementally arrived at
officer management system is the antithesis of a
coherent strategy. It relies upon a collection of legacy
practices when it should instead flow from a conscious
and thoughtful planning process designed to meet
strategic requirements.

Among other potential causes, the frequent rotation
of senior Army officials, however, has disrupted the
continuity of leadership needed to formulate and
execute such strategic planning. It has also prevented
the emergence of a consensus among key leaders about
the most fundamental issues affecting the Officer Corps,
the absence of which seems particularly debilitating.
Key leaders cannot agree: (1) if there is a need for such a
strategy; (2) if needed, what elements must be included
in that strategy; and (3) if needed, what adjustments are
necessary to bring that strategy in line with the
Information Age as the Army looks to the future. In
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regard to this latter point, some conceive of the
Information Age almost exclusively in technological
terms. In their opinion, the Army merely needs to
streamline and update a proven system. Others view the
Information Age in the context of a broader social,
technological and economic transformation that
demands fundamental changes in the way the Army
accesses, develops, retains and employs talented
officers.

Which way the Army will eventually decide to go is
not at this time clear. Certainly, evolutionary change in
its officer management practices has rarely wrought
revolutionary results. While the latter has occurred, it
has usually taken a military catastrophe or a manifest
and dramatic change in external circumstances to
induce it. Regardless of which policies emerge from the
current debate, one thing is clear - they will shape the
Officer Corps for better or worse, and throughout much
of the ensuing century.
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IT
OFFICER TALENT

INTRODUCTION

The Army has never defined officer "talent" in a
formal sense. Across the years, and in its official
publications and pronouncements, it has instead
adduced a laundry list of skills, knowledge and
aptitudes considered critical to mission success. These
have changed with shifts in the Army’s operating
environment and have not been particularly useful as
practical guides for officer management. Nevertheless,
beginning in the twentieth century, there arose within
the Army a general concept of talent that, at its core, has
remained relatively stable over time and mirrors that
found in much of the private sector—that broadly
“talented” officers are a small percentage of the force
who must be groomed for leadership at the Army’s
highest levels. In the next several pages, I will attempt to
briefly sketch the evolution of the Army's concept of
talent (and talent management) since the First World
War.1

THE INTERWAR PERIOD

The basic blueprint for the system of officer
management used by the Army in the interwar period
had taken shape under Secretary of War Elihu Root in
the aftermath of the Spanish-American War. That
system, based upon corporate production models,
entailed rotation between staff and line assignments and
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periodic professional education and training. The
assumption was that officers with the desired
characteristics and attributes could be '"grown" by
putting them through a series of varied developmental
experiences. In the decades after World War I, those
desired characteristics and attributes were derived from
the principal purpose of the officer management
system--namely, to prepare officers to assume positions
of responsibility in the event of a mass mobilization.
Accordingly, the Army's definition of talent
encompassed the attributes of intellectual versatility,
adaptability, and what might be called general
leadership and management ability. There was little
room in this scheme for the specialist. The emphasis was
on developing a breadth rather than a depth of skills,
knowledge, and behaviors. Officers who would occupy
key command or staff positions at the division level and
above upon mobilization, after all, would have to be at
least passably conversant with the wide range of
functions necessary for managing and directing
operational units in wartime.?

Conditions during the interwar years did not compel
the Army to undertake a deeper consideration of officer
talent, at least not in the very overt way it would after
World War II. Due largely to fiscal constraints imposed
by a cost-conscious Congress, the Officer Corps
remained relatively small until 1940, its strength
hovering between 12,000 and 14,000 officers. Almost all
of this rather diminutive force, it was recognized, would
be needed in the event of a national emergency.
Consequently, the Army had little occasion to cull poor
performers from its ranks. Only egregiously bad officers
were cashiered. Neither the promotion system, which
was based primarily on seniority, nor the assignment
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system, in which personal contacts and general
reputation played a huge role, offered clear-cut clues
about prevailing military ideas regarding talent. 3

Some slight insight into the Army's notions about
talent, perhaps, can be inferred from a consideration of
the so-called "plucking boards" conducted in 1922 and
1941. The first of these boards was convened to trim the
Officer Corps down to a strength level set by Congress.
It resulted in the separation of approximately 2,150
officers, from lieutenant through colonel. Among the
selection criteria used by the board was something
called special qualifications, which included, among
other things, operational expertise in critical operational
or technological fields. Physical fitness and age were
other criteria. Officers who no longer possessed the
vigor to lead troops in combat or perform arduous
peacetime duties were generally the first to be selected
for separation from the active ranks. The plucking board
held in 1941 also heavily weighted physical vitality.
General Marshall, anticipating the nation's imminent
involvement in World War II, wanted to rid the Army of
superannuated officers who were not up to the test of
combat. He used the plucking board as a winnowing
device. In both 1922 and 1941, “talented” officers were
viewed as those who would make a spirited, energetic,
battle-ready leader.# Of note, these boards were not part
of a strategic officer management process, but rather
reactions to immediate fiscal or national security
imperatives.

POST WORLD WAR II

After the war, the Officer Corps became too large to
control in the informal fashion of the interwar years,
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and more methodical procedures were instituted for the
evaluation and promotion of officers. The Officer
Personnel Act of 1947 outlawed the practice of blanket
promotions based on seniority exclusively and replaced
it with a promotion system based on merit (although
time in grade restrictions still existed). It also provided
for the regularization of the way the Army evaluated
officers by introducing a centralized selection board for
promotions.>

The basic philosophy behind officer management,
however, remained the same. To be sure, the Army's
ideas about talent took on a more egalitarian aspect, as
the interwar ideal of the "officer and gentleman," which
had class implications, began to erode. Nevertheless,
the Army continued to regard officer qualities and
potential as highly malleable and placed more emphasis
on "growing" a particular type of officer. The typical
lieutenant entered the Army in his early twenties--at an
age, that is, when he supposedly had much growth and
development ahead of him. The underlying assumption
was that through appropriate training, schooling, and
mentoring, as well as a variety of developmental
assignments, any reasonably intelligent and healthy
individual of requisite character could be shaped into a
good officer. Indeed, a mythology grew up around
historical figures like Patton, Marshall, and Eisenhower
- officers who did not excel as undergraduates but who
went on to careers of extraordinary achievement.®

The Army's method for "growing" officers was very
similar to the "company man" system used in corporate
America throughout much of the twentieth century.
This system, which emerged in its fully articulated form
in the immediate aftermath of World War II, built
managerial talent through a progression of
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developmental assignments interspersed with training
and educational experiences. Mentorship was also often
part of the developmental equation. The system was
designed to produce versatile and flexible generalists
familiar with the entire range of the firm's operations
and devoted to a career with that same firm.”

Large firms generally eschewed lateral entry,
understanding that it created turmoil in the managerial
pipeline and placed the firm's corporate culture in peril
by inserting the un-socialized into positions of
authority. By promoting from within, firms minimized
turnover and cultivated an ethos of corporate loyalty
and selfless service within their workforce. "Succession
planning" for the firm's top executive positions was an
important component of that system. In some
companies, as Wharton’s Peter Cappelli notes, this
planning was extremely deep, extending back three
generations. It entailed both selection and culling, since
fewer and fewer executives were needed as one
approached the very top of the career ladder.8

The Army's “company man” officer management
system functioned reasonably well through the early
1960s. It had critics who complained about its lack of
flexibility and precision but few questioned its essential
utility or the philosophical building blocks upon which
it rested. The assumption was that the country would
rely on a mass, citizen army raised by conscription in
the event of a national emergency. It was the job of the
personnel system to prepare officers for positions of
authority in a defense establishment expanded by
mobilization. The emphasis was upon developing
broadly knowledgeable and experienced generalists
capable of overseeing all aspects of a large military
organization.’
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In practice, the Army's system, like the civilian one it
resembled, performed a type of professional triage. The
most gifted officers were identified early and groomed
for assuming positions of the "highest responsibility" in
wartime. A second group of competent but less talented
career officers was prepared for positions of lesser
responsibility. A third group, the clearly incompetent,
was culled from the service. This system was configured
not to align the talent sets of individuals with the
requirements of specific positions and to thus raise the
level of performance across the officer corps, but to
identify and develop capable leaders with a breadth of
knowledge and experience who could be "plugged into"
staff and command billets in wartime.1?

One contemporary observer has applied the term
"cookie cutter" to describe the way the system
functioned (and in his opinion, continues to function).
The emphasis was on "efficiency," simplicity, and the
elimination of "variables." One personnel manager in
the late 1950s likened the Army's personnel
management system to a mathematic equation--the
fewer variables you have, the easier the equation is to
solve. The same individual referred to the officer as a
"commodity." When a unit supply officer requisitions
jeep tires, he noted, he is not concerned with which tires
are placed on which jeeps. He orders and receives a
standardized product that can be used on any jeep
assigned to the unit. Although he admitted that the
personnel manager could not function as a unit supply
officer, it was clearly this kind of "efficiency" that he
held up as the ideal. The closer the Army could come to
managing officers like interchangeable parts, the more
efficient the system would be.!
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THE TURBULENT SIXTIES AND EARLY
SEVENTIES

The issues confronting personnel managers became
progressively more complex in the 1960s and early
1970s. Defense strategy changed, the roles and missions
of the Army expanded, and the nation experienced a
series of social, economic, and political shocks which
reverberated throughout the Armed Forces. In the view
of some observers, the Army did not possess the depth
of expertise necessary to adequately address the
growing array of tasks that it was being called upon to
perform. In this environment, the Army was forced to
reconsider its ideas about talent and the way it managed
its leaders.

It is perhaps more than mere coincidence that the
military services began to use the word "talent" in a
quasi-systematic way in the early 1960s. Project Talent, a
federal program initiated in the late 1950s to inventory
and encourage the development of various aptitudes
among the young, helped popularize the term in
government circles. That project was given a boost by
the successful Soviet launch of Sputnik in 1958--an event
that excited widespread consternation and sparked a
host of educational reform initiatives. Psychologist John
Flanagan of the American Institute for Research was a
force behind Project Talent. Convinced that thousands
of Americans were "miscast in the wrong career," he
wanted to "pinpoint" the abilities of individual students
so that their full potential could be unleashed.!?

Talent became a part of the Army War College
lexicon in the mid-1960s when, for reasons that will be
discussed presently, Army leaders became increasingly
sensitive to the need for expert knowledge within the
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Officer Corps. Some talked of a "talent gap." By this,
they meant that the Army did not possess the
intellectual capital needed to manage and direct the full
range of roles and missions that the nation expected it
to. Within segments of the Army school system at least,
talent began to be discussed in terms that extended
beyond broadly capable leaders to intellectually or
technically gifted specialists.!

Perhaps the more frequent use of the term among
military professionals was related in some way to their
growing sense of intellectual inadequacy. Prominent
political personages in the 1960s such as John and
Robert Kennedy and William Fulbright expressed
reservations about the quality of opinion and advice
they received from military leaders. In the Pentagon,
Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara had changed
the terms in which defense questions were framed.
During this era, the uniformed services were often at a
disadvantage when doing battle with the small army of
civilian systems analysts that the secretary had brought
to Washington to place defense planning on a more
rational basis. Officers often came away from
encounters with McNamara's "whiz kids" with a
profound sense of their own intellectual inferiority.14

The expansion of its responsibilities in the
international realm in the late 1960s and early 1970s was
one factor behind the Army's new focus on talent. In
1965, the Chief of Staff, General Harold K. Johnson,
announced that the Army had a new mission in
addition to its traditional ones of defending the nation
against external threats and ensuring domestic order.
That third mission was nation-building. Confronted
with insurgencies and political instability that
threatened to alter the international balance of power,
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political leaders called upon the military services to help
friendly governments in the underdeveloped world
quell internal disorder and build a foundation for
economic and social progress. To fulfill its nation-
building mandate, the Army needed officers proficient
in foreign languages, conversant with foreign cultures,
and capable of performing the many duties and
responsibilities encompassed under the rubric of civil
affairs.1>

New domestic missions also affected the Army's
view of talent. With the formation of the Defense
Department's Domestic Action Council (DAC) in April
1969, the services were formally tasked with the mission
of assisting other government agencies and private
institutions solve some of the nation's "serious domestic
problems." Riots, crime, juvenile delinquency, poverty,
unemployment, an underperforming educational
system and a host of other societal maladies were, as
officials in the Nixon administration pointed out,
tearing apart the social fabric of the nation and
undermining national security. The Army was called
upon to provide officers with the special skills, abilities
and knowledge necessary to assist federal, state and
municipal agencies to administer and develop social
programs that could attack these ills.1®

In 1971, one landmark Army study argued that the
sociological and technological revolutions of the late
1960s and early 1970s had "major implications" for the
Officer Corps. The Army faced thorny "socio-
psychological" issues that added "a new dimension of
difficulty and complexity" to its search for talent. Of
even greater significance for the Officer Corps was the
accelerating pace of technological progress, especially
progress in the area of computer and information
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processing technology. The technological advances
made during the era were, as various commentators
pointed out, fostering the rise of "technical economies,"
altering the external environment in which the services
had to operate, and pushing the Army and the rest of
society toward increasing specialization. An emerging
view was that officers would collectively have to
possess a wider and deeper set of skills, aptitudes and
specialized  knowledge to deal with these
developments.?”

Army leaders were divided about whether seeking
breadth or depth of officer talents was the best way to
address the institution's expanded mandate. Some
wanted to produce officers who were what a later
generation would call "pentathletes" -- i.e., officers with
both broad and deep talents capable of performing a
wide range of duties and functions. Others advocated
the development of experts -- officers who possessed a
depth of knowledge in a particular area. These two
competing conceptions of talent co-existed within the
ranks of Army leaders without being definitely resolved
or reconciled.’8

There was general agreement among personnel
managers that the Army did not have officers with the
expertise necessary to address many of its steadily
growing list of missions, not in sufficient numbers
anyway. Staff officers in the Pentagon reported that they
were being bombarded with reports "from all levels of
command," complaining of a misalignment between the
skills that the Army was providing and the skills that
were needed in the field. Some urged the Army to
revise its personnel management system so that it could
place '"the right officer possessing the desired
qualifications in the right assignment."1°
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Unfortunately for the Army, the company man
system was not configured to identify, develop, or
retain the type of specific talent that the Army
increasingly needed. Standardized career patterns
focused on giving the competitive officer a broad
exposure to the Army, not on developing special
expertise within the Officer Corps. Although there had
been a "limited drift toward branch functionalism" since
1947, officers were still pushed along a career path
marked by frequent rotation among a wide variety of
assignments and geared toward the production of
generalists. In this essentially assignment-based system,
there had been little incentive to «craft precise
descriptions of officer skill requirements or precise
definitions of officer qualifications. Thus, positions
were not delineated by experience or specific talents and
officer qualifications were normally described only in
terms of branch, rank, and occupational specialty,
making it extremely difficult for personnel managers to
compare skills available with skills needed. In this
system, officers with indeterminate skills were assigned
to vaguely defined positions.?°

Even more unfortunately, perhaps, sentiment for
change was not powerful or widespread enough to force
substantial revisions to what many Army leaders
considered to be a proven system. To be sure, there was
a growing recognition that, in the words of then
Lieutenant Colonel Walter Ulmer, the officer
management system had not adapted to "the many
changes in the technological, political, and managerial
areas of the last twenty years." 2! But tradition,
bureaucratic inertia, strategic considerations, and
predominate business practices combined to channel the
officer management practices along time-worn paths.
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The Army consequently remained tethered to a
"mechanistic" officer management system whose focus
was on quickly inserting standardized pegs into
standardized holes.

THE ALL-VOLUNTEER FORCE

As the nation emerged from its Vietnam experience
and began its experiment with an all-volunteer force,
the Army had to contend with momentous changes in
the operational environment and in the economic
structure of the nation. The traditional concept of
preparing officers for positions of responsibility in the
event of mobilization, while still very potent, began to
erode. It was increasingly challenged by a strategic
precept that called for the nation's defense forces to be
maintained in a high state of readiness. The lethality of
the modern battlefield as evidenced in the 1973 Arab-
Israeli War suggested that the nation needed a force in
being capable of massing its full power on the onset of a
crisis.??

An even more significant development occurred in
the economic arena. The "company man" system, which
had informed business practices in the Industrial Age,
began to fall apart in the 1970s as new technology,
competition from abroad, and better cost accounting
methods reduced the ability of and incentives for firms
to forecast market conditions and develop talent
matched to the new environment. A rash of mergers
and corporate takeovers interacted with a series of
macroeconomic shocks in the form of rapidly rising
energy prices, inflation, and interest rates to disrupt
whole businesses along with established business
practices. To stay afloat, large firms began to accelerate
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their rate of adaptation, ending existing lines of business
and starting new ones.?

This more dynamic environment caused corporate
development and retention of talent to give way to
talent “poaching” from competitors as the demand for
information and knowledge producing employees
exploded. In turn, firms also had to jettison employees
whose talents were no longer in demand. The rapid
pace of change compelled organizations to make quick
adjustments to their staffs, either to cut costs or add
capacity. Change was accelerated by the increasing
proclivity of employees at the bottom of the career
ladder, who could now look elsewhere for promotion
and advancement.?

As civilian firms changed their business practices and
talent management systems over the course of the next
two decades, the Army basically held fast to its tried
and true methods. To be sure, incremental changes were
regularly made to the system. General Westmoreland
implemented the first Officer Personnel Management
System (OPMS) in the early seventies in response to the
My Lai incident, the social and political ferment of the
sixties, and the increasing need for specialized
knowledge. The first version of OPMS introduced
centralized command selection and a system of primary
and secondary specialties for officers. The Defense
Officer Personnel Management Act (1980) was crafted
to, inter alia, retain scientific and technical talent in the
Officer Corps. In the early 1980s, OPMS II introduced
single tracking, multiple career paths, and a revised
officer classification system. At the end of the decade,
the Leader Development Action Plan brought OPMS II
on line with the latest changes in law, policy, and
procedures. Still, despite these attempts to create more
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flexible career patterns for officers, the divide between
the best talent management practices of the business
community and those of the Army was, according to
some, wider than ever before. While many civilian
firms drastically revised their systems of talent
management in response to increasingly intense global
competition, the Army continued to force its officers
along fairly narrow and inflexible career paths that
emphasized branch-qualification and featured a series
of short term assignments and continued to embrace a
system a system oriented toward achieving efficiency in
administration and addressing immediate operational
requirements.?

AFTER THE COLD WAR

The end of the Cold War brought with it another
reordering of the strategic and economic landscape.
With the demise of the Soviet Union and the emergence
of a unipolar world, the specter of a war requiring a
mass mobilization receded further into the background.
At the same time, the range of missions and
responsibilities along with the number of deployments
began to proliferate. The initiation of a global
counterterrorism campaign in the early twenty-first
century again expanded the scope of the Army's
responsibilities, as well as the breadth and depth of
officer talents necessary to meet them.2¢

At the same time, the "mechanistic, bureaucratic"
business model of the Industrial Age was clearly on the
way to extinction. Hierarchy was fading away and the
precise delineations that had marked out the internal
structure of corporations were becoming harder to
discern. = Traditional titles and  departmental
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designations often disappeared or took on new
meanings. Flexible, knowledge-based organizations
came to dominate the business world.?”

As it had in the past, the Army revised its personnel
system to accommodate contemporary demands. To
meet the challenges of the post-Cold War drawdown, it
introduced OPMS III in 1997. The new system, expressly
designed to ensure "competency" in the Officer Corps,
grouped interrelated branches and functional areas into
four career fields, effectively ending the "dual tracking"
model of career development that many officers found
so debilitating. In 2006, the Army again refined the
system by replacing the four career fields elaborated
under OPMS III with three new functional categories.?®

Through it all, the Army's basic approach to, and
philosophy about, officer career development and talent
management remained basically the same. In 2005, the
Army's prevailing notions about talent were
encapsulated in the concept of the "Pentathlete." Under
this concept, talent was associated with innovative,
adaptive, culturally astute leaders who were well-
versed in a range of disciplines. Pentathletes were to
master their core career competencies and, along the
way, develop expertise in the broader, more complex
politico-military arena. This vision of officer talent was
in many respects similar to the one articulated by the
creators of the OPMS in the early seventies. Both visions
took the development of the versatile generalist as their
baseline and superimposed requirements for specialized
knowledge on top of that foundation. The emphasis in
both visions was clearly on shunting officers through
standardized gates rather than liberating the available
talent in the Officer Corps. Accordingly, career patterns
changed relatively little. The professional life of most
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officers continued to lead down the familiar paths and
the principal object of personnel managers continued to
revolve around "placing faces in spaces." It was an
approach and a philosophy firmly rooted in the
Industrial Age and Industrial Age business practices
and in Cold War strategic concepts.?? Because the
American domestic labor market had evolved beyond
industrial era practices, however, the Army has found
itself in an increasingly difficult competition for
American talent, and its officers now have a greater
range of external employment options available to them
than ever before.

CONCLUSION

The Army's general concept of talent has remained
relatively stable over the last century—that broadly
talented officers are a small percentage of the force that
must be groomed for leadership at the Army’s highest
levels. That thinking has been bound up closely with an
officer management system that emphasizes short-term
operational assignments encompassing a broad range of
duties and experiences. Versatility, flexibility, and
general leadership ability have been the traits and
attributes that have made for professional success. Little
importance has been attached to the idea of liberating
the breadth and depth of talent available within the
Officer Corps.

The system has come under increasing stress as
economic and strategic conditions have changed over
the last forty years. The decreasing likelihood of a mass
mobilization, the expanding range of the Army's
missions and responsibilities since the end of the
Vietnam War, and, most significantly, the fundamental
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changes in business practices that have occurred as the
national economy has evolved from the industrial age to
the information age accounts for most of this stress. To
date, the Army's attempts to accommodate these trends
have not altered the essential character of the system.
The way the Army manages and views its officers
remains tied to an economic model that, in the civilian
world, is becoming increasingly outmoded. It is a model
that has not, for the most part, permitted the Army with
any degree of consistency and regularity to place the
right officer with the right skills in the right position.
Creating an officer talent management system that can
compete in a conceptual-age labor market and also meet
the full range of missions and responsibilities facing the
Army is clearly one of the more urgent tasks facing its
leadership today.
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I1I
RETAINING OFFICER TALENT

INTRODUCTION

Officer attrition is a problem that has intermittently
afflicted the Officer Corps since the conclusion of World
War II. Over this period, the Army has frequently
struggled to retain not only the requisite number of
officers but “talented” officers as well. The retention of
junior officers has posed a particularly difficult
challenge and has, from time to time over the last six
decades, attracted a great deal of both public and
official scrutiny. Accordingly, the focus of this paper
will be on the attrition problem among captains and
lieutenants.

Because the Army’s officer retention problems after
1980 have been covered in considerable detail in the
paper that introduced this Virtual Conference session,
the scope of discussion here is limited to developments
before 1980, when “Industrial Age” management
practices were very much in the ascendancy in both the
military services and civilian firms. We will begin our
study with a look at the Officer Corps and officer
retention patterns in the interwar period —the period in
which many of the senior officers who would lead the
Army in the 1950s, 1960s, and even into the 1970s were
introduced to the military profession. A basic familiarity
with conditions in the interwar army is a prerequisite
for fully appreciating the effects of the changes that took
place after 1945.
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THE INTERWAR PERIOD

Persuading officers to remain in the Army in the two
decades after the conclusion of World War I was
generally not a problem. In fact, throughout the
interwar years, and especially after the onset of the
Great Depression in 1929, the officer retention
environment was very auspicious. Accessions
standards were high. To obtain a commission, officer
aspirants, except for those who graduated from the
Military Academy, had to pass rigorous examinations
designed to measure academic and intellectual
attainment. The Army had many more applicants for
commissions than it had vacancies in the officer corps.
Competition for lieutenancies was consequently intense,
commissions were highly valued, and resignations were
relatively rare.!

The Army offered what most Americans during the
Depression years undoubtedly considered to be a very
attractive compensation package to its officers. Officers
received adequate and sometimes highly desirable
housing, free medical and dental care both for
themselves and their families, an assured and sufficient
salary, a retirement income after 30 years of satisfactory
service, and free life insurance. In addition, perquisites
such as commissary and Post Exchange privileges
provided real value to officers” families. Post exchanges,
which were exempt from national and local taxes,
offered substantial savings on a variety of items.
Commissaries, too, helped the officer stretch his salary
by providing significant discounts on groceries and
other household goods.2

Professionally, the interwar Army provided a
satisfying experience. Junior officers were placed in
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responsible and challenging jobs and allowed
considerable initiative in the performance of their
duties. Indeed, they were encouraged to work
independently. Any mistakes and shortcomings in the
performance of their duties were usually dealt with
informally with a personal counseling session by their
commander. Pressures to maintain a high state of
readiness and what later generations would refer to as a
“zero-defects” mentality were largely unknown. The
Officer Corps, like the typical army post, was small and
close knit. A cohesive military society produced through
enforced isolation and rigorous selection helped to
engender an Officer Corps distinguished by its
expertise, group identification, homogeneity, and sense
of corporateness. For many in this self-contained world,
a military career had overtones of a calling.?

The quality of life in the interwar army was generally
quite good. The officer led what one historian
characterized as a “country club existence.” His social
standing was quite high—comparable to that of an
upper middle class professional in the civilian
community. Although officers and their wives were
expected to take part in an almost continuous round of
social engagements, the burden of preparing for these
events (along with the burden performing many of the
heavier household chores) was lightened by enlisted
orderlies, who were able to substantially add to their
income by moonlighting as domestic help. Family
separations, when they did occur, were usually brief.
Officers would, for the most part, be away from their
homes only during training exercises. Families almost
always accompanied officers on tours of duty in foreign
stations. Moreover, the officer generally maintained a 30
hour work week, delegating much of the unit’s routine
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administration to NCOs. He consequently had plenty of
time to spend with his wife and children as well as
plenty of time to read, reflect, and get involved in sports
and other activities.*

THE POST-WW II ERA

As the dynamics of military service changed after
World War 1I, the attractiveness of a military career
declined sharply. This led to an exodus of junior officers
from the ranks. By the early 1950s, officer attrition had
become so worrisome that some were calling it a “threat
to national security.” Top civilian and military leaders
talked frankly and openly about the problem and the
press devoted considerable attention to it. President
Truman appointed the Strauss Committee to look into
the matter in 1949 while his Secretary of Defense
convened a Citizens” Advisory Commission headed by
Harold Moulton of the Brookings Institute for the same
purpose the following year. In the first year of the
Eisenhower administration, the Rockefeller Committee
(1953) and the Womble Committee (1953) addressed the
problem of officer attrition. Both of these bodies issued
grave warnings about what might ensue if the Army did
not take prompt action to retain its young career
personnel. President Eisenhower himself weighed in on
the issue in 1955 when he sent a message to the House
of Representatives deploring the loss of junior officers
and enlisted personnel and suggesting ways to stop the
hemorrhaging.®

The massive influx of officers into the force during
World War II had added to the Army’s junior officer
troubles by creating a five-year “hump” of excessive
officer strength in year groups 1941 through 1945. This
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hump interacted with frequent reductions in officer
strength  [especially after the introduction of
Eisenhower’s New Look strategy in the early 1950s] and
the Army’s proclivity to effect officer reductions by
cutting accessions to produce a pronounced
misdistribution of ranks. By the early 1950s, the Army
had many older and far fewer younger officers than it
needed.®

The greatest number of officer resignations occurred
among lieutenants and captains within two years after
they had completed their initial service obligation.
Shortly after the Korean War ended, the Army
permitted certain RA officers to resign. Among junior
RA captains, the resignation rate was “alarming.” In less
than one year, 30 percent of this group submitted
resignations. The resignation rate of OTRA lieutenants
was even more disquieting. Throughout the decade of
the 1950s, in fact, only 15 percent of the reserve
lieutenants produced through ROTC and OCS
volunteered to remain in the Army after their two years
of compulsory service. Steps were taken, from time to
time, to induce these men to accept Regular Army
commissions. These efforts were ineffectual, however.
Resolved to get out of the service at the first
opportunity, lieutenants strenuously avoided incurring
a longer term of service.”

The dearth of quality in the Officer Corps was
considered an even a bigger problem than the lack of
quantity. In 1954, the Senate Armed Services Committee
stated, “The Army is today faced with a most critical
and delicate problem. It is becoming increasingly more
difficult to attract and hold within the career services
high-caliber men and women.” One Army War College
student wrote in 1956 that the Officer Corps was of the
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lowest...quality in Army history.” The 15 percent of
ROTC graduates who elected to remain in the Army, he
noted, were from the lower ranges of their cohorts in
terms of intellect and ability.8

The growth in the Officer Corps in World War II had
forced the Army to lower its intellectual and educational
standards for commissioning. The emphasis by
necessity was on quantity, not quality. As
commissioning standards fell so, too, did moral and
behavioral standards. Breaches of accepted professional
conduct became commonplace. To meet the needs of the
force in the post-war era, the Regular Army, which had
procured virtually 100 percent college graduates from
1920 through 1940, integrated 4574 of the non-degreed
officers who had been commissioned during the war
into its ranks in 1947 and 1948. Input from the newly
reactivated ROTC program did little to raise officer
quality. The rapid fall in service attractiveness had led
to the entry of many “lower caliber individuals” into the
Army through ROTC despite the fact that all of them
were college graduates. The Army’s power of attraction
was so low that it could exercise little or no discretion
over whom in let in or who it retained in the officer
ranks.?

Some argued that the Army’s officer retention
troubles were due in part to the many “low caliber”
officers that it had to retain. Capable junior officers
could not help but notice that many of their superior
officers were considerably less educated and intelligent
than they were. Moreover, rank along with the officer’s
commission itself had supposedly been “cheapened” by
the Army’s conferring both on “countless incompetent
people.” To attract and retain high caliber officers, some
argued, the Army had to do a better job of vetting
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officer candidates and culling the incompetent from the
Officer Corps.10

Pay and standard of living issues were widely held to
be among the most important factors dissuading the
talented form remaining in the Army. The Cordiner
Report noted that a career in business or commerce
generally offered greater financial rewards and more
occupational freedom than service as an officer. The
Army was simply unable to give the talented young
officer that pay, the stability, the prestige, the promotion
opportunities, and the perquisites that a civilian firm
could.™

Officers were very aware that military pay and
benefits had steadily eroded since the interwar years.
The major of 1930, one Army War College student
asserted, had a higher standard of living than the
colonel of 1953. After the war, the officer had rapidly
lost ground to his contemporaries in government,
commerce, and business. Military pay raises in the late
1940s and early 1950s lagged far behind those accorded
other segments of the work force. Even the modest pay
increases that officers did receive were offset to a degree
by the elimination certain longstanding perquisites such
as the military tax exemption on $1500 of base pay and
the 10 percent supplement for overseas duty.!?

Traditional compensatory benefits and services, such
as those which the Post Exchange and commissary at
one time provided, also markedly deteriorated after the
war. As a result of a study make by the House Armed
Services Committee (HASC) in 1949, the military
services placed restrictions on the kind of merchandise
which could be sold, added a five percent charge on
purchases at commissaries to cover overhead costs, and
abolished the exemption from excise taxes on many
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items. Civilian shopping centers could now match, and
in some cases even beat, Post Exchange and commissary
prices.!3

Other benefits that made for a good quality of life
were abolished or scaled back after the war. Family
housing emerged as a pressing concern for officers and
their families as the Cold War growth of the Army
resulted in serious shortages of on-post quarters. Most
officers became commuters, living in the civilian
community where they were often unable to find or
afford accommodations comparable to those that existed
on post. With this move off post, the Army community
lost much of its cohesiveness and sense of unity.
Medical treatment became problematic as well due to,
among other things, a shortage of physicians. Access to
medical care was often available only on a limited basis
depending on the situation at each duty station. Dental
care for dependents was virtually eliminated after 1956.
Life insurance, which until 1951 had been provided free
to officers, now had to be purchased. Family separation,
virtually unknown during the interwar years, became a
near universal experience as the stationing of units
overseas accelerated in the fifties. Officers now had to
contend with unaccompanied short tours at foreign
stations at irregular intervals throughout their career.
Annual leave and leisure time were other casualties. A
heightened operational tempo and a new sense of
urgency resulted in many officers forfeiting their
accumulated leave, with both their family time and
psychological well being often suffering as a result. And
finally, officers lost many of the little benefits that they
possessed during the interwar period, such as orderlies
and certain club privileges. The upshot of this was that

44



officer families could no longer experience the genteel
lifestyle of their predecessors.

A loss of prestige associated with being an officer
also reputedly worked against retention.  Public
pressure and inductee discontent had brought about a
democratization of the Army during the war. Practices
accepted as routine in the interwar army were not
appropriate in the mass citizen army created for the
fight against Germany and Japan. Service leaders were
forced to adopt policies that diminished the distinctions
between ranks and the social gulf between the officer
and the enlisted man.

In the immediate aftermath of the war, the turmoil
caused by demobilization, the unsettled state of the
world, and the complaints of disgruntled civilian
soldiers who had had the misfortune to serve under
incompetent or overbearing officers created a morale
problem. The Army's action at this time was to appoint
the Doolittle Board to study officer-enlisted man
relationships and make recommendations to the
Secretary of War. The upshot of this effort was that
many of the regulations, customs, and traditions that
had perpetuated the social and profession divide
between the commissioned and enlisted ranks were
eliminated.

The conditions of service, too, worked against the
retention of capable officers. During the interwar
period, officers were given challenging tasks and
allowed to work semi-autonomously with but a
minimum of supervision by senior officers. The
expansion of the Army in the post-war era together with
the escalation of international tensions brought on by
the Cold War had changed the dynamics of service. For
one thing, they changed the nature of the Officer Corps,
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transforming it from a small, integrated, and relatively
homogeneous body into a large, diverse, and transient
collection of individuals. The new urgency and constant
state of tension that the Cold War brought to military
life also drove the Army toward the centralization of
command and control. Training became rigidly
controlled by detailed directives and schedules from
higher headquarters. Junior officers were held on a very
short leash and not allowed to exercise their judgment
or initiative in their work. Because units now had to
maintain a high state of readiness, not even routine
matters could be left to chance. Junior officers were now
required to attend to many housekeeping chores that
had been left to corporals and sergeants in the interwar
years. The deleterious effects of centralization and over-
supervision were compounded by overwork —another
outgrowth of the perpetual state of urgency occasioned
by the operational demands of the Cold War. Young
officers found themselves working fifty, sixty, or even
seventy hour weeks, sacrificing their family life for the
sake of their menial and oftentimes unnecessary
duties.®

The officer personnel management system added to
the frustration of the most able captains and lieutenants.
The large part that seniority played in promotion
reportedly killed initiative in the truly ambitious and
dissuaded them from remaining in the service.
Moreover, the emphasis in this system was not on
managing junior officer careers but on “filling spaces
with  faces.” Lieutenants were regarded as
interchangeable parts and treated like requisitioned
items in the supply system. Little thought was given to
their professional development to their goals and
abilities.”
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To boost retention rates, the Army adopted a number
of measures designed to improve the lot of junior
officers. Periodic pay raises, enhanced survivor benefits,
the stabilization of assignments, the abbreviation of
hardship tours, increased  career  counseling
requirements, and accelerated promotions for the most
competitive officers were some of the initiatives
adopted. In most cases, the lot of the junior officer was
in fact improved at least to some extent.1®

While welcomed, the adopted measures did not have
the desired effect on retention rates. The measures
taken, after all, were quite limited in scope, dealing
primarily with organization, career counseling and pay.
While the periodic pay increases attained during the
1950s were eagerly accepted by junior officers, they
were not of a nature or of a magnitude that could lure
top quality officers away from civilian firms, which
could still offer far more generous compensation
packages than the Army. To make matters worse,
advantage was not taken of those opportunities that did
present themselves. The 1958 pay raise legislation had
given the Army the ability to affect the retention
equation in a significant fashion. Passed in the wake of
the Soviet launch of Sputnik, it authorized the services
to grant targeted increases to certain specialists who
were in critically short supply. While the Navy and Air
Force took advantage of this legislation, the more
egalitarian Army did not. Absorbed in the cult of the
generalist and the company man approach to officer
personnel management, it chose to grant across the
board pay hikes and spread the financial rewards
evenly among all segments of the Officer Corps.

Efforts to raise retention rates also suffered from a
lack of holistic and systematic analysis of the various
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factors (along with the relationship among those factors)
that influenced the career decisions of junior officers.
The studies that were conducted by the various boards
and organizations that looked into the retention issue
were, for the most part, ad hoc affairs that lacked depth,
breadth, and scientific rigor. Moreover, none of these
efforts attempted to articulate a holistic strategy that
took 