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Implications of Force Drawdowns for Demographic Diversity

In January 2012, the Department of Defense (DoD) 
announced plans for a large-scale drawdown of U.S. mili-
tary forces. As a result, by fiscal year (FY) 2019, the Army 

may be at its smallest since before World War II. The Marine 
Corps also continues with reductions, and the Air Force was 
doing so through FY 2015.  

In the planning of these drawdowns, little attention has 
been paid to the possible consequences for the demographic 
diversity of U.S. forces. As a result, DoD’s Office of Diversity 
Management and Equal Opportunity (ODMEO) asked the 
RAND National Defense Research Institute to review previ-
ous drawdowns for lessons learned, assess potential future 
drawdown impacts on workforce diversity, and identify policy 
options available to address negative impacts. The RAND project 
focused on the gender and race/ethnicity components of diversity.

Diversity During Prior Drawdowns
Despite major reductions in the size of the active-duty force in 
all four services in the 1990s, demographic diversity increased.1 
Across all services, the percentage of women increased from 
about 11 to 15 percent in the 1990s, with the Air Force 
showing the greatest increase (from 14 to 19 percent). Racial/
ethnic-minority representation increased by over 8 percentage 
points during the same time period, with the Navy showing 
the greatest increase (from 23 to 38 percent).

The RAND team was able to differentiate these net gains 
into changes in accessions and separations. As an example, acces-
sions among female Army officers were responsible for year-to-
year gains, most of which were on the order of 0.4 percentage 
point from 1990 through 2001. Meanwhile, separations were also  
increasing, to roughly 0.2 percentage point higher than the previ-
ous year, damping the effects of the accession-driven increase.2 

Why was the female separation rate higher? Perhaps 
women had characteristics known to be associated with 
higher separation, such as lower grade (rank) and education 
level. To find out, the RAND researchers compared male con-
tinuation rates with a female sample that resembled the males 
in grade, education level, etc. This analysis did not find much 

of a reduction in the gap between male and female continua-
tion rates, suggesting that factors other than grade and educa-
tion are responsible for male-female differences in retention. 

Diversity During Current and Future Drawdowns
Although impacts on force structure may be inferred from 
decisions about how to draw down the force (e.g., a more 
senior force can result from accession cuts), the impact on 
demographic diversity is not readily apparent. For one thing, 
the services do not make such decisions with diversity goals 
in mind. Also, the civilian labor market and other factors 
affect demographic accession and retention trends.

Given limited historical information on this issue, the 
RAND team developed a methodology for analyzing the 
potential impact on demographic diversity of different meth-
ods for drawing down the force. The methodology compares 
the percentage of women (or of racial/ethnic minorities) with 
the percentage in a larger baseline group across different sce-
narios for implementing a drawdown. This methodology was 
conducted for all four active-duty service components, officers 
and enlisted, although specific scenarios varied by service.

Key findings:

• During the post–Cold War drawdown of the 1990s, the 
demographic diversity of U.S. active-force units actually 
increased. However, no statistically significant relationship 
between past drawdowns and diversity could be established.

• Directing drawdown cuts to applicants with lower scores 
on the Armed Forces Qualification Test is likely to reduce 
demographic diversity. 

• Directing cuts to selected occupational specialties or expe-
rience levels is also likely to affect demographic diversity, 
though with different outcomes for different groups.

• Results of adverse impact analyses can help the services 
develop long-term strategies for recruiting, accessions, 
and assignments to achieve demographic balance across 
specialties, experience levels, and performance catego-
ries. The analyses can also validate assumptions and 
measures used in drawdown decisions to ensure that all 
personnel receive fair and equitable treatment.

1 The diversity of the reserve components also increased. The focus of the 
RAND study, however, was the active-duty force. For the latter, the RAND 
team also examined Navy and Air Force drawdowns of the mid-2000s; these 
results are not summarized here.
2 Among Army officers, black representation increased because of decreasing 
separations from year to year, and Hispanic representation increased due to a 
mix of increasing accessions and decreasing separations from year to year. 
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Illustrative findings for Army enlisted personnel are  
shown in the table, where each shaded cell represents the 
percentage of women, non-Hispanic blacks, or Hispanics cut 
under that scenario if the cuts are carried out as described in 
each row. Thus, the first number under “Women” means that, 
if all accession cuts were taken from the lowest Armed Forces 
Qualification Test (AFQT) categories, 18.8 percent of female 
Army enlisted accessions would be cut. This is greater than the  
14.7 percent loss if cuts were spread across all female accessions.

Based on this analysis, the RAND researchers identified 
three policy-relevant themes. First, cuts drawn heavily from 
personnel in nontactical-operations occupations could adversely 
affect women and non-Hispanic blacks because women and 
blacks are more heavily concentrated in such career fields. 
Second, cuts based on personnel experience could have varying 
effects. In general, cuts to longer-serving individuals could have 
an adverse impact on black personnel but could benefit women. 
Third, and perhaps the strongest of the themes, is that tightening 
accession standards, e.g., requiring higher AFQT scores, could 
have an adverse impact on women and minorities, although  
non-Hispanic white women would be less affected than others.

Recommendations
Force management and diversity policy experts consulted  
by the RAND team noted the legal challenges of using 

demographic information in drawdown decisions. As a result, 
RAND did not recommend specific force management policy 
changes at that level. Instead, the team offered two recom-
mendations regarding how force managers can consider the 
demographic implications of drawdown decisions. 

The Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) should direct 
the services to conduct adverse impact analyses prior to making  
drawdown decisions. The Uniform Guidelines for Employee 
Selection Procedures from the Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission (EEOC) provides potentially relevant guidance.

ODMEO should assist in adapting the EEOC guidance  
for service drawdown decisions because of its expertise in  
(civilian) equal employment opportunity, where adverse impact  
analysis is common practice. The general approach used in 
this study offers a way to structure the main analytic elements.  
The services should be encouraged to adjust their analyses 
with more detailed scenarios and modeling. 

ODMEO should validate the services’ results. To do so, OSD 
will need to direct the Defense Manpower Data Center (DMDC) 
to acquire more performance and disciplinary data used in 
drawdown decisions by the services. At a minimum, ODMEO 
can make sure the services answer the questions stated in the 
policy guidance and can spot-check analytical results. To spot-
check results, ODMEO would need DMDC data, including 
quality data and other details not currently available. 

Percentages cut from women and racial/ethnic minorities under different drawdown scenarios

Scenario Scenario Variations: Allocation of Cuts Women Non-Hispanic Black Hispanic

Accessions cut &  
AFQT requirements 
tightened

100% from Categories IIIB–IV 18.8 31.7 18.0

75% Categories IIIB–IV, 25% Category IIIA 17.8 28.8 16.9

50% Categories IIIB–IV, 50% Category IIIA 16.7 25.8 15.7

All accessions (baseline) 14.7 20.2 13.2

Reduced RCPs (E-4) All from E-4s with at least 8 yrs of service 11.0 25.0 12.9

All E-4s (baseline) 14.2 19.3 12.8

Reduced RCPs (E-5) All from E-5s with at least 14 yrs of service 9.4 34.5 11.0

All E-5s (baseline) 12.2 20.3 13.7

Involuntary separation
program

75% from tactical, 25% nontactical 4.0 21.6 12.5

50% tactical, 50% nontactical 7.8 26.3 12.6

25% tactical, 75% nontactical 11.6 31.0 12.7

All E-7s, E-8s, & E-9s (baseline) 10.9 30.1 12.7

NOTES: See text for interpretation. IIIA, IIIB, and IV are AFQT score categories indicating progressively lower aptitudes. E-4 through E-9 are enlisted ranks running from the 
equivalent of corporal to that of sergeant major in the Army. RCPs = retention control points = years of service at which member must move up or out. Dark shading indicates  
cuts greater than the pertinent baseline rate; light shading indicates cuts smaller than that baseline rate.
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