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The Secretary of Defense has expressed concern that

general and flag officer1 (G/FO) assignments are too

short, that the amount of service after promotion is too

short, and that their careers do not last long enough. The

Secretary is also concerned that undesirable aspects of the

way general and flag officers are managed currently

include high turbulence and turnover in assignments, the

loss of vigorous and productive officers to retirement from

the military, and the retirement of general and flag officers

without the minimum expected time in their last pay

grade. Additionally, the Office of the Secretary of Defense

is concerned that such rapid turnover of assignments

reduces organizational effectiveness, dilutes individual

accountability among the leadership, limits career satisfac-

tion of senior officers, and erodes confidence of junior and

mid-level officers who see their military leadership mov-

ing so quickly through their organizations that the senior

officers gain no more than a superficial understanding of

the organization. Like the military, the private sector also

develops its senior executives through job rotations, but

at the highest level, the most senior executives serve on

average for eight years and retire later than military offi-

cers, and this longer tenure correlates with higher organi-

zational performance.2

The Department of Defense asked RAND’s National

Defense Research Institute to assess promotion, assign-

ment, and tenure issues within general and flag officer

management. The research project was designed to estab-

lish the baseline assessment of what general and flag offi-

cer careers currently look like, to analyze possible changes

to the current management, and to assess whether such

changes might change or resolve the identified concerns.

The research approach included a review of private-sector

literature to understand how private-sector organizations

manage their senior executives, analysis of promotion pat-

terns and management of general and flag officers from

1975 to 2002, modeling and assessment of different 

management paradigms and the resulting policies and

practices, and interviews with senior military officers to

capture their understanding of the current system as well

as likely behavioral responses to a changed system. A

detailed discussion of this research is included in a forth-

coming RAND report by Margaret C. Harrell, Harry J.

Thie, Peter Schirmer, and Kevin Brancato. 

GENERAL AND FLAG OFFICER MANAGEMENT:
RAPID TURNOVER

An initial data assessment of the promotion patterns

and career tenures of general and flag officers confirms

that senior officers retire relatively early3 and that they are

able to do so by moving relatively rapidly through both

assignments and ranks. For example, the average time in

service at retirement for each service ranges from 28 to

30.5 years of service for those retiring as O-7s to fewer

than 35 years of service for those retiring as O-10s. (Those

destined for eventual promotion to O-10 tend to get pro-

moted to O-7 sooner than most.) Most retiring O-10s have

spent approximately ten years as a general or flag officer

(Figure 1), and this decade typically included five different

assignments (Figure 2). General and flag officers who

retire at the grade of O-7 have spent about three years at

that grade (Figure 1) and also had on average about two

assignments (Figure 2).

PRIVATE-SECTOR SENIOR EXECUTIVE
MANAGEMENT: STABILITY AT THE TOP

Private-sector research indicates that companies have

a method of developing their high-potential executives.4
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These individuals spend their earliest assignments in posi-

tions that involve a high degree of organizational and per-

sonal learning. As they move up, they have increasing

exposure to conceptual and strategic (rather than tactical)

issues and increasing exposure to corporate culture, risk

management, and broad contexts in which decisions are

made. Thus, there is an evident pattern that indicates that

some jobs are developmental opportunities for individu-

als, because individuals are rotated out of them before

they reach full or peak productivity. Other positions are

intended to reap the organizational benefits of earlier

development.5 For these two types of positions, we use

the shorthand of “developing” jobs and “using” jobs. 

Additional research also indicates that executives fol-

low predictable learning and decisionmaking patterns in

a new assignment.6 These patterns indicate that most

executives require two and a half to three years in a job

before they are no longer considered new managers and

can be influential and effective. As executives progress

through an organization, their rate of movement among

positions tends to slow, either because the individual is

reaching the limits of his or her effectiveness,7 because

more senior and complex jobs require longer tenure, or

because the individual has reached the most senior levels,

at which he or she may serve for many years, assuming

satisfactory performance. Chief executive officers average

more than eight years’ tenure in the position, almost 70

percent serve to age 60 or older, and about 15 percent

depart as a result of poor performance.8

HOW DOES THE MILITARY DEVELOP ITS MOST
SENIOR LEADERS?

Understanding the private-sector practices provides 

a framework for more intensive data analysis of military

leaders. We chose to concentrate this analysis on those

military communities that are habitually promoted to the

highest rank, O-10. Thus, we focused on a subset of Army

line officers, to include infantry, armor, and artillery offi-

cers; Air Force pilots and navigators; Navy unrestricted

line officers; and Marine Corps line officers. A detailed

empirical analysis of the assignments of these officers 

confirmed the presence of “developing” positions, those

frequently filled by officers subsequently promoted. We

also identified “using” positions. These included some

assignments from which an officer was seldom or never

promoted as well as assignments at the highest levels. We

consequently divided each service’s assignments into

developing and using positions, according to some basic

assumptions and the results of our data analysis.9 To

begin, we addressed each end of the system, so that all

O-7 positions were categorized as developing positions

and all O-10 positions were deemed using positions. The

detailed analysis of O-8 and O-9 billets suggested a divi-

sion of positions at those grades that differs for each ser-

vice. This analysis was based on observation of apparent

“end-point” positions, from which no officer was ever

promoted to the next grade, as well as the typical develop-

ment path of later O-9s and O-10s.10 Thus, this division is

observed in the data, given the past behavior, but is not

considered prescriptive for the services. 

Of interest are the differences among the services that

emerged from this data analysis. These differences permit

some understanding of the sensitivity of the developing/

using distinction and also suggest that each service’s

implementation of a revised system could vary. The

resulting split of developing and using jobs, for the sub-

sets of each service, by pay grade, appear in Table 1.

After identifying past assignments as either develop-

ing or using, we were able to examine the average assign-

ment length for these different groups of assignments.

Empirically, we found no real difference in tenure
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between developing and using jobs. O-8 assignments

tended to last 18 to 24 months, regardless of the type of

assignment. O-9 assignments were sometimes longer,

with a few lasting up to four years. In general, however,

O-9 assignment tenures were closer to 24 months. Thus,

while we found evidence of using and developing posi-

tions consistent with private-sector practice, we did not

find differences in the tenure patterns of these types of

positions. 

ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES FOR GENERAL AND
FLAG OFFICER MANAGEMENT

We developed and modeled various general and flag

officer management systems based on the distinction

between developing and using positions. The alternatives

varied the length of developing and using jobs and the

number of developing or using job assignments that mili-

tary leaders would have at each pay grade. The propor-

tion of using and developing positions for each service

was based on the empirically derived numbers in Table 1.

This permitted us the opportunity to assess the feasibility

and trade-offs of different implementations. The main

finding is that officers can serve considerably longer in

using jobs without “clogging” the system, i.e., hampering

the promotion process. In fact, some alternatives promote

a greater number of officers to the grade of O-7 while

increasing the job tenure of more-senior officers. Other

alternatives suggested inconsistencies or infeasible imple-

mentations. For example, if developing jobs last two years

and using jobs four, most services cannot promote suffi-

cient numbers of officers to the grade of O-9 if all officers

serve multiple developing jobs at grades of both O-7 

and O-8.

The best paradigm that emerged from the many

alternatives is as follows: 

• Developing jobs last a minimum of two years. 

• Ideally, using jobs are at least four years long. 

• Officers who reach O-9 or O-10 have a total of 

three developing jobs while they are O-7s and

O-8s. 

• Officers likely to be promoted to O-10 serve in 

only one developing position when they are O-9s. 

• Those O-8s who are not likely to be promoted to 

O-9 serve in a single four-year using position. 

• Officers who will retire as an O-9 serve in two 

four-year using positions while they are O-9s. 

• All O-10s serve in two four-year using positions. 

This structure maximizes the contribution of senior

officers and the developmental opportunities for officers

without significantly reducing the flow through the sys-

tem, and it stabilizes the position tenure of officers who

are not being developed for future assignments. While

officers serve, on average, less time as O-7s than they do

in current practice, that time is spent in one or two two-

year assignments rather than two 18-month assignments,

and it is thus more stable. The detailed service-specific

results of this system for the previously identified subsets

of officers (e.g., Navy unrestricted line and Air Force

pilots and navigators), compared with current practice for

that population subset, appear in Tables 2 to 5 at the con-

clusion of this paper. 

FINDINGS11

Under our modeled approach, the Army and Navy

will experience a greater number of officers promoted to

O-7 annually; the Air Force about the same as now, and

the Marine Corps will see a slight decrease in new O-7s.

This is related to the slightly shorter time in pay grade for

O-7s, who are either promoted onward or leave after one

or two two-year assignments. While they may spend less

time in grade than under current practice, their assign-

ments are longer than those currently experienced by 

O-7s. All of the services will see approximately equal or

greater annual numbers of promotions to O-8. However,

promotion probability to O-8 increases for three of the ser-

vices, and decreases for one (the Army). Promotion proba-

bility to O-9 increases for three of the services (all but the

Army), and for the Air Force and Navy as much as 89 or

90 percent of officers in O-8 developing assignments will

be promoted to O-9. Those O-9s who serve in using posi-

tions will remain in grade for eight years, and will retire

with 39–41 years of military service, which is about six

years longer than current O-9s serve before retirement.

However, those O-9s destined to be O-10s will move rela-

tively quickly through the grade of O-9, serving one two-

year assignment. Some of these developing O-9s will not

be selected for promotion. Thus, the average time in ser-

vice for all retiring O-9s is close to today’s overall average

but with two distinct groups with different averages. In

our model, O-10s serve in grade for eight years and retire

3

Table 1. Percentage of Using Assignments, 
by Service and Grade

 Army 0 40 55 100

 Navy 0 65 45 100

 AF 0 44 28 100

 USMC 0 25 11 100

O-7 O-10O-9O-8



with approximately 40–43 years of service, five or six

years longer than the current practice. 

In sum, as modeled, most of the services will experi-

ence a greater number of officers promoted to O-7 annual-

ly. (Marines will see slight decrease.) Equal or greater

numbers of officers will also reach the grade of O-8. Fewer

officers rise to O-9 and O-10, because the length of time

that O-9s and O-10s serve before retirement increases con-

siderably. Average career length increases for all pay

grades except O-7, but O-7s will spend longer in assign-

ments than is experienced in current practice. 

While this modeled system addresses the shortcom-

ings perceived in current practice by lengthening selected

assignments and extending the time that O-8s, O-9s, and

O-10s spend in their final grade before retirement, these

changes will not necessarily be evident in the metrics cur-

rently used to monitor the system. Average time in grade

will not change much. Despite the O-8s serving in four-

year assignments, enough O-8s will also serve in two-year

assignments to drive the average down. Metrics that track

the dual populations, such as promotion probability for

those in developing and using assignments,12 will prove

more useful. Promotion nominees will still show quick

movement through the system, given their resumé of

developing assignments. Only time in grade at retirement

is likely to show positive variation from the current prac-

tice, since most retiring officers, with the exception of

departing O-7s, will generally have served in a using

position.

ADDITIONAL OBSERVATIONS

This research proposes a system with greater stability

and accountability, with fewer job rotations and longer

service in position for many. However, we recognize that

the military culture is one of mobility and movement, and

transition to a new paradigm will encounter hurdles. We

do not anticipate overall retention problems. Our inter-

views with senior leaders, while not representative, sug-

gested that most would stay for longer if asked to do so

and that retention will likely continue to be an individual

issue, related to family concerns and other factors.

Regardless, the services will need fewer officers to enter

into higher levels in the modeled system, so there is room

for some officers to decline the longer tenure and leave,

because the pool from which to pick the most senior is

large compared with the number selected. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

With the exception of some O-10 jobs (e.g., Chief of

Service and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff), the cur-

rent management system generally does not determine

tour length based either on the inherent qualities of differ-

ent assignments or on the way these assignments are used

to develop officers. By making the distinction between

developing and using assignments, the length of some

assignments can be extended without “clogging” the pro-

motion of officers. These longer assignments can coexist

with equal or better throughput and probability, although

some decreased time in the O-7 grade results. Thus, it is

possible to extend assignments for the most senior officers

and for some selected O-8 and O-9 assignments without

limiting the developmental opportunities for “fast track-

ers” destined for further promotion. 

The analysis described herein suggests the value of a

revised system based on the paradigm described above.

Such a revised system can increase organizational perfor-

mance, individual accountability, and overall stability.

Time in position is managed, and career tenure and time

in grade at retirement become second-order outcomes.

Moreover, such a system more clearly sets expectations

for officers in it. 

To implement such a system, the services will need to

identify positions as either developing or using positions

and then set goals for desired tenure in a position. The

optimum time in a job should vary by grade, community,

and the nature of the job. Thus, using jobs would be

longer than developing jobs. Ideally, developing jobs for

line officers would be a minimum of two years; using jobs

would be a minimum of four years. Jobs for those outside

the line community may also be longer than those within

the line. 

We stress for several reasons that our observed

using/developing splits for each of the services should

not be used prescriptively for officer management with-

out review. First, the review needs to confirm that the ser-

vices should be developing officers with the assignments

they historically have used to do this. Second, we

acknowledge that some developing jobs may be better as

three-year jobs and that some using jobs are not appropri-

ate for a four-year tenure. This may especially be the case

in overseas assignments or especially taxing assignments.

However, no system should be too rigid. For example,

officers could be promoted after completing a using

assignment. 

Such a revised system would emphasize management

of time in job, and would allow time in grade or time in

service to adjust to improved time in job. Additionally,

the services should manage the numbers of developing

assignments that officers have at the grades of O-7 and 

O-8 so that officers experience three developing jobs over-

all during the O-7 and O-8 years and have one developing

job at O-9.
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While this system could be implemented within cur-

rent legislative constraints, the Department of Defense

should consider requesting compensation changes.13

Such changes could include “uncapping” pay at senior

levels, continuing the accumulation of retirement bene-

fits beyond 30 years of service, and basing retirement

pay on uncapped figures. 

Additionally, because some officers who serve in the

shorter developing assignments will not be promoted,

some officers will require time-in-grade waivers at retire-

ment. “High-3” retirement will be an issue for these offi-

cers in future years, since High-3 bases retirement pay on

the highest three years of basic pay, and these officers

will not have spent three years in their last pay grade.

Finally, such a changed system will require some

flexibility. For example, performance shortcomings will

need to be dealt with directly, since longer assignments

are not conducive to continuing a nonperformer. Just as

approximately 15 percent of chief executive officers are

terminated for performance reasons,14 the military

should anticipate a small number of officers who will

require separation prior to completion of a longer assign-

ment.

APPENDIX—SERVICE-SPECIFIC MODELING
RESULTS

In Tables 2–5, the promotion probability represents

the likelihood of officers who were promoted to the prior

grade being promoted to the current grade. For example,

in Table 2, the current number of O-8s promoted annually

(17.8) divided by the number of annual promotions to O-7

(20.8) equals 86 percent, which is the promotion probabili-

ty to O-8. The tables also indicate the promotion probabil-

ity for those who are serving in developing assignments

and those who are serving in using assignments to the

5

Table 2. Comparison of Modeled Results with Current Practice: 
Army Infantry, Armor, Artillery

Current practice

  Number promoted 20.8 17.8 8.4 2.4

  Promotion probability — 86% 47% 28%

  Average job length (mos) 17.0 21.9 25.8 27.7

  Average TIG (yrs) 3.33 2.98 2.63 3.88

  Average career length (yrs) 29.9 33.0 33.9 35.5

Modeled approach

  Number promoted 22.3 18 7.1 1.3

  Promotion probability — 81% 39% 18%

  “Developers” promotion probability — 81% 59% 24%

  “Users” promotion probability — N/A 0% 0%

  Developing jobs/using jobs (%) 100/0 60/40 45/55 0/100

  Average TIG (yrs) 3.00 3.33 3.44 8

  Average TIG—developers (yrs) 3.00 3 2 N/A

  Average TIG—users (yrs) N/A 4 8 8

  Average career length (yrs) 28.97 31.83 35.64 40.38

  Average career length—developers (yrs) 28.97 30.84 33.88 N/A

  Average career length—users (yrs) N/A 32.63 39.88 40.38

O-7 O-10O-9O-8

NOTE:  N/A = not applicable.

Table 3. Comparison of Modeled Results with Current Practice: 
Navy Unrestricted Line

Current practice

  Number promoted 24.6 17.1 7.0 2.8

  Promotion probability — 70% 41% 39%

  Average job length (mos) 19.6 22.4 25.3 30.1

  Average TIG (yrs) 2.94 3.02 3.00 3.13

  Average career length (yrs) 31.3 33.8 34.3 35.7

Modeled approach

  Number promoted 26 18.4 8.0 1.3

  Promotion probability — 71% 44% 16%

  “Developers” promotion probability — 71% 90% 19%

  “Users” promotion probability — N/A 0% 0%

  Developing jobs/using jobs (%) 100/0 35/65 55/45 0/100

  Average TIG (yrs) 3 3.20 3.02 8

  Average TIG—developers (yrs) 3 2.3 2 N/A

  Average TIG—users (yrs) N/A 4 8 8

  Average career length (yrs) 29.86 34.53 35.36 41.35

  Average career length—developers (yrs) 29.86 33.74 34.15 N/A

  Average career length—users (yrs) N/A 34.6 40.15 41.35

O-7 O-10O-9O-8

NOTE:  N/A = not applicable.

Table 4. Comparison of Modeled Results with Current Practice: 
Air Force Pilots and Navigators

Current practice

  Number promoted 26.6 18.8 8.0 3.1

  Promotion probability — 70% 43% 39%

  Average job length (mos) 19.3 20.3 22.2 25.3

  Average TIG (yrs) 3.23 3.28 2.71 3.34

  Average career length (yrs) 29.0 31.9 33.6 34.6

Modeled approach

  Number promoted 27 20.5 11.5 1.3

  Promotion probability — 76% 56% 11%

  “Developers” promotion probability — 76% 89% 12%

  “Users” promotion probability — N/A 0% 0%

  Developing jobs/using jobs (%) 100/0 56/44 72/28 0/100

  Average TIG (yrs) 3 3.37 2.52 8

  Average TIG—developers (yrs) 3 2.99 2 N/A

  Average TIG—users (yrs) N/A 4 8 8

  Average career length (yrs) 27.41 31.62 33.73 39.65

  Average career length—developers (yrs) 27.41 30.54 33.15 N/A

  Average career length—users (yrs) N/A 31.82 39.15 39.65

O-7 O-10O-9O-8

NOTE:  N/A = not applicable.
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next pay grade. Average career length is shown for the

entire population as well as for those who served their last

assignment in developing jobs, and for those who spent

their last assignment in a using job. Time in grade (TIG) is

also shown for each group of officers separately.
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Table 5. Comparison of Modeled Results with Current Practice: 
Marine Corps Line

Current practice

  Number promoted 7.1 5.0 3.0 1.1

  Promotion probability — 70% 60% 38%

  Average job length (mos) 19.7 20.1 20.9 32.1

  Average TIG (yrs) 3.07 2.93 2.73 2.93

  Average career length (yrs) 29.9 33.8 34.4 36.3

Modeled approach

  Number promoted 6.0 5.0 3.2 0.4

  Promotion probability — 82% 65% 11.7%

  “Developers” promotion probability — 82% 86% 12%

  “Users” promotion probability — N/A 0% 0%

  Developing jobs/using jobs (%) 100/0 70/30 89/11 0/100

  Average TIG (yrs) 3 3.24 2.19 8

  Average TIG—developers (yrs) 3 3 2 N/A

  Average TIG—users (yrs) N/A 4 8 8

  Average career length (yrs) 29.17 34.15 35.31 42.9

  Average career length—developers (yrs) 29.17 3.09 35.10 N/A

  Average career length—users (yrs) N/A 34.62 41.10 42.9

O-7 O-10O-9O-8

NOTE:  N/A = not applicable.

This research was conducted within the Forces and Resources Policy Center of RAND's National Defense Research Institute, a federally funded
research and development center sponsored by the Office of the Secretary of Defense, the Joint Staff, the unified commands, and the defense agencies. 




