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Preface 

The 2018 and 2019 National Defense Authorization Acts (NDAAs) (Public Laws 115-91 and 
115-232) called for the Secretary of Defense, in consultation with the secretaries of the military 
departments, to provide a series of three reports on potential changes regular and reserve officer 
career management, including some statutory changes enacted into law. The Director of Officer 
and Enlisted Personnel Management within the Office of the Secretary of Defense asked the 
RAND National Defense Research Institute for assistance in obtaining perspectives from service 
secretariat, military, and reserve staffs on the issues covered in these reports. Findings were 
published in a report titled Officer Career Management: Steps Toward Modernization in the 
2018 and 2019 National Defense Authorization Acts (Robbert et al., 2019).  

Work on these issues led policymakers within the Office of the Secretary of Defense to 
identify other potentially useful steps toward modernization of officer career management. The 
RAND National Defense Research Institute was again asked to evaluate these potential steps and 
to obtain the perspectives of the military departments where appropriate. This appendix contains 
supplemental material to a report that provides findings from that effort, which was completed in 
calendar year 2019. Since the potential steps we evaluated in this effort were complementary to 
the momentum generated by the 2018 and 2019 NDAAs, we titled this report so as to indicate 
the linkage. The research reported here was completed in March 2020 and underwent security 
review with the sponsor and the Defense Office of Prepublication and Security Review before 
public release. 

This research was sponsored by the OSD and conducted within the Forces and Resources 
Policy Center of the RAND National Security Research Division (NSRD), which operates the 
National Defense Research Institute (NDRI), a federally funded research and development center 
sponsored by the OSD, the Joint Staff, the Unified Combatant Commands, the Navy, the Marine 
Corps, the defense agencies, and the defense intelligence enterprise. 

For more information on the RAND Forces and Resources Policy Center, see 
www.rand.org/nsrd/frp or contact the director (contact information is provided on the webpage). 

  

http://www.rand.org/nsrd/frp
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Appendix A. Opt-Out Model 

10 U.S.C. 619 requires that the service secretary approve a request to opt out, that the action 
must be in the best interest of the service, and that the officer has not previously failed of 
selection for promotion. Eligibility to opt out is limited to officers in two categories: those who 
are “complet[ing] a broadening assignment, advanced education, [or] another assignment of 
significant value to the Department”; and those whose “career progression requirement [is] 
delayed by the assignment or education.” 

In this appendix, we discuss these two categories and their implications for both the financial 
attractiveness of opt out and the future views of promotion boards. The two situations are distinct, 
and to illustrate this concept we turn to an example. 

Imagine that two people, Jarrett and Frank, are independently planning to take a vacation 
soon. Each has booked his vacation through Integrated Vacation Systems, which handled their 
reservations. One of the benefits of Integrated Vacation Systems is that it allows people to 
postpone their vacations for six months without any additional fees. Jarrett and Frank do two 
things to prepare for their vacation: read a travel book and acquire a visa. The travel book, 
certainly not a requirement to enter the country, will provide a fuller perspective when they relax 
at the exotic locale and may even make future vacations more fulfilling. The visa, on the other 
hand, is an important requirement. One cannot enter the country without it. 

Frank finished reading the travel book months ago. Once he was done, he submitted for his 
visa. Now, though, his vacation date is fast approaching, and he does not yet have a visa. It might 
arrive soon, so he does not know with certainty that his vacation plans must be changed. But 
with the vacation around the corner and no visa in hand, postponing the vacation now is an 
attractive option. Still, Frank places less value on vacations far in the future and prefers to take 
the vacation soon. Delaying his current vacation would also postpone his vacation after that, 
shifting everything later in time. He does not, however, want to try to talk his way through 
customs without a visa. 

Jarrett already has his visa, but he has not finished reading the travel book. He could certainly 
go on the vacation without finishing, but he might not appreciate his experience as much. The 
travel book will bring new perspectives to his experience. He also always finishes every book 
that he starts, so he will continue reading even after he returns from the vacation. Of course, once 
he gets back from his vacation, he will start planning his next vacation. His timeline for future 
vacations might be compressed, but as with Frank, his future vacations are less a concern than 
his current vacation. 

Frank and Jarrett each must decide whether to ask Integrated Vacation Systems to postpone 
the vacation. Frank faces disaster if the visa does not come through, whereas Jarrett would like to 
finish reading the travel book. Opting out of the near-term vacation is not equally attractive to 
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them. In Frank’s case, he’s trying to “catch up” with an important requirement, akin to an officer 
whose “career progression requirement [was] delayed by the assignment or education.” Jarret, on 
the other hand, could try to “pay forward” by finishing now “a broadening assignment, advanced 
education, [or] another assignment of significant value to the Department.” Assuming that 
promotions and pay raises are, like vacations, valued more now than in the future, Jarrett and 
Frank are not likely to see postponing the vacation as equally attractive to vacationing now. 

Opting out presents opportunities for officers to adjust their career timelines. Like Jarrett 
finishing his travel book, some might want to finish a broadening assignment prior to promotion. 
We will further analyze the implications of this option with our pay-forward model, named thus 
because officers can, by delaying promotion consideration today, receive more benefits in 
the future. Like Frank getting his visa, others might want to complete a career progression 
requirement. We will use our catch-up model to investigate this situation. Figure A.1 illustrates 
the two situations. 

Figure A.1. Comparison of Underlying Reasons to Opt Out 

 
 

Under the pay-forward model, an officer already met career progression requirements and is 
in a broadening assignment as a promotion board approaches. By opting out, the officer shifts the 
promotion board to a later date (presumably the next year) and thus completes the broadening 
assignment prior to promotion.1 Conversely, the officer in the catch-up model engaged the two 
                                                
1 The “real life” delay between the convening of a promotion board and eventual promotion is not germane to the 
model. The delay arises because the time distance between a promotion board, the release of the board results, and 
the eventual promotion of an officer will be at least three months and might reach up to a year. The model applies to 
officers who would not have completed a broadening assignment prior to promotion. 
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types of assignments in the opposite order: first completing a broadening assignment and only 
later working toward the career progression requirement.  

The Catch-Up Model 
Across the military services, officers typically must complete particular milestones, or career 

progression requirements, to be competitive for promotion to the next rank. Those requirements 
differ by service, and substantial variation exists across the career fields within the services. The 
overarching theme, however, is that those competitive for promotion should complete career 
progression requirements with strong performance. 

Officers who do not complete career progression requirements at a given rank are not 
guaranteed to fail of selection to the next rank. DoD policy prohibits the military services from 
issuing board guidance that directs the selection or nonselection of particular officers (DoDI 
1320.14, 2019). Additionally, a broadening assignment is assumed to be of value to the military 
service. However, accomplishing the career development milestone prior to a promotion board 
likely increases the probability of selection to the next grade, all else being held constant. 

We conducted a cost-benefit analysis to understand and illustrate the circumstances in which 
an officer might opt out. Our analysis starts with an officer in the grade of O-3 with eight years 
of service, facing the O-4 promotion selection board in the ninth year of service. If the officer 
opts out, the officer opts out for one year. Compensation is calculated using monthly basic pay 
on an annualized basis. We compared compensation through the twentieth year of service 
and applied a discount rate of 0.064 (Mattock, Hosek, and Asch, 2012).2 Our calculation of 
compensation incorporates the probability of selection to the next higher grade, with one minus 
that probability of remaining at the current grade. To maintain simplicity, we assumed that the 
officer would not be promoted again. Of course, an officer promoted to O-4 who remains in the 
service will eventually compete for promotion to O-5. We altered the probability of selection 
from O-3 to O-4, as well as whether an officer will remain in the service if failed of selection to 
the next grade. 

In Table A.1, an officer faces a probability of selection to the next grade varying between 
0.5 and 0.9. The probability of selection remains constant whether the officer competes for 
promotion on a normal timeline or defers for one year by opting out. As the promotion probability 
rises from 0.5 to 0.9, the ratio of compensation between opt out and normal descends. Because 
the ratio is always less than 1, the officer is worse off by opting out. Further, this indicates that 
opting out would be even less attractive when the probability of promotion is high. As we noted, 
this example keeps the promotion probability constant. In Table A.2, we compare the outcomes 
when opting out improves the probability of selection for promotion. 
                                                
2 The discount rate allows the calculation of the present value of an amount received in the future. A discount rate of 
6.4 percent implies that $94 today is the same as $100 received in one year. 
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Table A.1. Opt-Out Versus Normal Promotion with No Change to Promotion Likelihood 

Promotion 
Probability 

Expected Compensation 
Under Normal 

Promotion Timeline 
to Year 20 

Expected 
Compensation Under 
Opt-Out Promotion 
Timeline to Year 20 

Ratio of Expected 
Compensation Between  

Opt-Out and Normal 
Promotion Timing 

0.5 $776,740 $772,491 0.995 

0.6 $785,044 $779,946 0.994 

0.7 $793,348 $787,400 0.993 

0.8 $801,653 $794,855 0.992 

0.9 $809,957 $802,310 0.991 

 

Table A.2. Opt-Out Versus Normal Promotion with Improved Promotion Likelihood 

Opt-Out 
Promotion 
Probability 

Expected 
Compensation Under 

Normal Promotion 
Timeline to Year 20 

Expected 
Compensation Under 
Opt-Out Promotion 
Timeline to Year 20 

Ratio of Expected 
Compensation Between  

Opt-Out and Normal 
Promotion Timing 

0.6 $776,740 $779,946 1.004 

0.7 $776,740 $787,400 1.014 

0.8 $776,740 $794,855 1.023 

0.9 $776,740 $802,310 1.033 

0.95 $776,740 $806,037 1.038 

 

 
In Table A.2, an officer who competes on a normal promotion timeline faces a probability of 

selection for promotion of 0.5. By opting out, the officer increases the promotion probability, 
within a range of 0.6 to 0.95. These changes reflect the fact that the officer completed the career 
development milestone and thus presented a more compelling (or far more compelling) case to 
the promotion board. Opting out of a promotion board becomes increasingly attractive as the 
“bump” from delaying promotion grows, as reflected by the increasing ratio between the two 
states. Of note, however, are the relatively small gains at play. When the probability of 
promotion increases by ten percentage points from 0.5 to 0.6, the financial gains from opting 
out are less than 1 percent. When the probability of promotion grows from 0.5 to a near certain 
0.95, the financial gains increase to just less than 4 percent.  

This example, like the one before it, assumes that an officer will remain in the service 
through the twentieth year of service. This assumption is realistic only in circumstances where 
the officer qualifies for and accepts selective continuation. In many scenarios, an officer twice 
failed of selection to O-4 will be subject to involuntarily separation. In the next example, we will 
explore those implications for the opt-out policy. 



  5 

In Table A.3, an officer faces a promotion probability of 0.5 under the normal promotion 
timeline. If twice failed of selection for promotion, the officer will receive involuntary separation 
pay in accordance with 10 U.S.C. 1174.3 By opting out of promotion consideration for a year, the 
officer can increase the probability of selection in a range from 0.6 to 0.95. If twice failed of 
selection for promotion even after opting out of promotion consideration, the officer will still 
receive involuntary separation pay. Given the ratio between opt-out compensation and normal 
compensation, the officer might make substantial financial gains by opting out. 

Table A.3. Opt-Out Versus Normal Promotion When Faced with Up or Out 

Opt-Out 
Promotion 
Probability 

Expected 
Compensation 
Under Normal 

Promotion to Year 20 
with Up or Out 

Expected 
Compensation Under 
Opt-Out Promotion 
Timeline to Year 20 

with Up or Out 

Ratio of Expected 
Compensation Between 

Opt-Out and Normal 
Promotion Timing 

0.6 $554,484 $627,782 1.132 

0.7 $554,484 $673,278 1.214 

0.8 $554,484 $718,773 1.296 

0.9 $554,484 $764,269 1.378 

0.95 $554,484 $787,017 1.419 

 

Table A.3 involves a baseline promotion probability of 50 percent and adjusts upward if the 
officer opts out of promotion consideration. In some circumstances, the baseline of 50 percent 
might overstate the promotion probability. After all, the officer has not yet completed a career 
progression requirement. Within some career fields, the absence of that career progression 
requirement might be so significant as to warrant a much lower promotion probability under a 
normal promotion timeline. With that in mind, let us turn to the final example. 

In Table A.4, an O-3 starts with a promotion probability of 20 percent under a normal 
promotion timeline. That same officer can increase the promotion probability in a range from 
0.3 to 0.95 by opting out. The expected financial gains under opt out, compared with the 
expected financial gains under normal timing, are substantial. For instance, if the officer opts 
out and expects to move from 20 percent probability to 80 percent at the next promotion board, 
the officer can expect over 180 percent more compensation through the twentieth year of 
service. 

                                                
3 Per 10 U.S.C. 1174, involuntary separation pay is calculated as “10 percent of the product of (A) his years of 
active service, and (B) 12 times the monthly basic pay to which he was entitled at the time of his discharge or 
release from active duty.” 
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Table A.4. Opt-Out Versus Normal Promotion When Faced With Up or Out and Low Normal 
Promotion Probability 

Opt-Out 
Promotion 
Probability 

Expected 
Compensation Under 
Normal Promotion to 

Year 20 with Up or Out 

Expected 
Compensation Under 
Opt-Out Promotion 

Timeline to Year 20 with 
Up or Out 

Ratio of Expected 
Compensation 

Between Opt-Out and 
Normal Promotion 

Timing 

0.3 $394,366 $491,295 1.246 

0.4 $394,366 $536,791 1.361 

0.5 $394,366 $582,286 1.477 

0.6 $394,366 $627,782 1.592 

0.7 $394,366 $673,278 1.707 

0.8 $394,366 $718,773 1.823 

0.9 $394,366 $764,269 1.938 

0.95 $394,366 $787,017 1.996 

 

Several insights emerge from Tables A.1 through A.4: 

• Officers who expect the same promotion probability whether they opt out or remain on 
the original promotion timeline might not find opt out as an attractive option. 

• Officers who expect to increase the probability of promotion by opting out might find 
opt out to be an attractive option. 

• Opt out will likely appeal the most to officers who expect a low probability of promotion 
under a normal timeline but an increased probability of promotion under opt out. 

There are limitations to our analysis. We have assumed that officers can calculate an expected 
probability of promotion. Officers who face a low probability of selection for promotion might 
gain the most from opting out, but those same officers might not understand their current 
promotion probability or the future promotion probability under opt out. 

The Pay-Forward Model 
Whereas our catch-up model considered officers who must complete a career progression 

requirement, we will now consider officers who have met the career progression requirement and 
are now in a broadening assignment. We must understand why officers would find opting out in 
this circumstance a potentially attractive option.  

Broadening assignments impart knowledge, skills, and experiences separate from those 
found in traditional career progression requirements. A broadening assignment, in its ideal form, 
makes an officer more competent and productive in the future. If that were not the case, or if a 
broadening assignment led to a less competent or less productive officer in the future, it would 
not be a broadening assignment; it would be forbidden. We must therefore look at the effect of a 
broadening assignment on future states of the officer. 
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For our purposes, the future state starts at the promotion to the next rank. A broadening 
assignment can be accomplished either entirely during the period when an officer is a given rank 
(with promotion presumably occurring later), or during a period in which the officer will be 
promoted to a higher rank. The future state of the officer, starting with promotion, might occur 
after or during a broadening assignment. 

Officers promoted after the completion of a broadening assignment enter the future state with 
new capabilities, regardless of whether those capabilities are knowledge, skills, or experiences. 
An officer promoted during the broadening assignment cannot bring those same capabilities 
to bear until after completing the broadening tour. The clock starts ticking toward the next 
promotion, but the officer cannot use the additional capabilities from the broadening tour or start 
work on the new rank’s career progression requirements until the broadening assignment is 
complete. 

By opting out, the officer benefits his or her future self. He or she can create more time to 
put the additional capabilities to work and relieve stress on the career timelines of the future. 
Because opting out today benefits an officer in a future state, we have labeled this circumstance 
pay forward. Those gains in the future, however, must be estimable. Thus, we need a tool for 
the comparison. Delaying promotion in the near term might make one more competitive for 
promotion in the long term. 

As in our catch-up model, we again turn to cost-benefit analysis. We again use annualized 
basic pay as our compensation data and a 6.4 percent discount rate. Our comparison starts with 
an O-3 with eight years of service who must decide whether to opt out of O-4 promotion 
consideration for one year. If the O-3 competes for promotion on a normal timeline, the O-3 
will promote to O-4 at the ten-year point; by opting out, promotion occurs in year eleven. For 
simplicity, we will assume that the officer will be promoted to O-4. Our analysis focuses on the 
implications for O-5 promotion, which will occur at either year sixteen (normal timeline) or year 
seventeen (opt-out timeline). To begin, we establish a baseline that displays what would happen 
if the O-5 promotion probability stays the same regardless of whether one opts out or not for the 
O-4 promotion board. 

In Table A.5, an O-3 facing a decision to opt out for one year of O-4 promotion consideration 
faces a promotion probability to O-5 ranging from 0.5 to 0.9. The promotion probability to O-5 
remains the same whether the officer opts out or not; the change occurs over when the officer 
will be promoted to O-4 and subsequently to O-5. If opt out does not provide more favorable 
promotion probability to O-5, the officer will be financially worse off. Of note, the ratio between 
compensation under an opt-out timeline and compensation under a normal promotion timeline is 
less than 1 and decreasing as the O-5 promotion probability increases. As a result, the officer will 
likely always be financially worse off by opting out, and increasingly so, to some degree, as  
O-5 promotion becomes more likely. Keeping the promotion probability constant between opt 
out and the normal promotion timelines is counterintuitive, given that the officer gained the 
human capital that comes from a broadening assignment.  
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Table A.5. Opt-Out Versus Normal Promotion with No Change to O-5 Promotion Likelihood 

Promotion 
Probability 
to O-5 

Compensation Under 
Normal Promotion 
Timeline to Year 20 

Compensation 
Under Opt-Out 

Promotion Timeline 
to Year 20 

Ratio of Compensation 
Between Opt-Out and 

Normal Promotion 
Timing 

0.5 $832,773 $821,497 0.986 

0.6 $835,675 $823,844 0.986 

0.7 $838,578 $826,190 0.985 

0.8 $841,480 $828,537 0.985 

0.9 $844,382 $830,883 0.984 

 

We next turn to an officer who improved the probability of promotion to O-5 by opting out. 
Table A.6 reflects an officer who, under a normal promotion timeline, faces an 0.5 promotion 
probability to O-5. By opting out of O-4 promotion consideration for one year, the officer 
improves the promotion probability to O-5 in a range from 0.6 to 0.9. As the promotion 
probability increases, so too does compensation under an opt-out timeline. However, even when 
improving the probability of promotion from a coin flip to near certainty, the ratio between opt-
out and normal timeline compensation does not equal or exceed 1. Only if the promotion 
probability approaches 1 does the ratio exceed 1. Such a circumstance stretches credulity, as an 
officer is unlikely to go from 0.5 promotion probability under normal consideration to 0.99 under 
opt-out consideration; an officer so fit for O-5 promotion would likely have a promotion 
probability under a normal timeline well in excess of 0.5.  

Table A.6. Opt-Out Versus Normal Promotion with Improved O-5 Promotion Likelihood 

Promotion 
Probability 
to O-5 

Expected 
Compensation Under 

Normal Promotion 
Timeline to Year 20 

Expected 
Compensation Under 
Opt-Out Promotion 
Timeline to Year 20 

Ratio of Expected 
Compensation Between 

Opt-Out and Normal 
Promotion Timing 

0.6 $832,773 $823,844 0.989 

0.7 $832,773 $826,190 0.992 

0.8 $832,773 $828,537 0.995 

0.9 $832,773 $830,883 0.998 

 

In our next scenario, an officer is facing unlikely promotion to O-5 under a normal career 
timeline. Some officers might face significant challenges achieving O-5 promotion because a 
broadening assignment substantially disrupted the career timeline. Table A.7 examines such an 
officer, using an O-3 who must decide whether to opt out or not from O-4 consideration for one 
year as the case. In this example, the officer faces 0.1 promotion probability to O-5 under a 
normal promotion timeline. By opting out, the officer can improve the promotion probability 
along a range from 0.2 to 0.8. As the table reflects, the ratio of compensation between the opt-out 
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Table A.7. Opt-Out Versus Normal Promotion with Improved O-5 Promotion Likelihood for Officer 
Facing Low O-5 Promotion Probability Under a Normal Career Timeline 

Promotion 
Probability 
to O-5 

Expected 
Compensation Under 

Normal Promotion 
Timeline to Year 20 

Expected Compensation 
Under Opt-Out 

Promotion Timeline to 
Year 20 

Ratio of Expected 
Compensation Between 

Opt-Out and Normal 
Promotion Timing 

0.2 $819,712 $814,458 0.994 

0.4 $819,712 $819,151 0.999 

0.6 $819,712 $823,844 1.005 

0.8 $819,712 $828,537 1.011 
 

timeline and a normal career timeline improves as the promotion probability improves, with the 
officer becoming very slightly better off in some circumstances. 

Up to this point, we have ignored the implications of BPZ promotion. Officers who opt out of 
promotion early in a career might become more likely to receive a BPZ later in a career, given 
that the officer acquired important capabilities. Perhaps an officer who delayed consideration for 
O-4 to complete a broadening assignment will become a more compelling case for early promotion 
to O-5. In that sense, an officer can regain the year that was sacrificed through opting out. 

Table A.8 illustrates the case of an officer considering opting out of O-4 promotion 
consideration and facing a BPZ promotion probability to O-5 of 0.001 and IPZ probability to  
O-5 of 0.5. By opting out, the officer might improve the BPZ promotion probability to a range 
from 0.05 to 0.25. The improved probability of early promotion does not yield improved 
financial results, as reflected by the compensation ratio that is less than 1. 

Table A.8. Improved Below-the-Promotion-Zone Promotion Likelihood to O-5  
Following Opting Out of Consideration to O-4 

BPZ 
Promotion 
Probability 
to O-5 

Expected 
Compensation 
Under Normal 

Promotion Timeline 
to Year 20 

Expected 
Compensation Under 
Opt-Out Promotion 
Timeline to Year 20 

Ratio of Expected 
Compensation Between 

Opt-Out and Normal 
Promotion Timing 

0.05 $832,790 $822,362 0.987 

0.1 $832,790 $823,226 0.989 

0.15 $832,790 $824,091 0.990 

0.2 $832,790 $824,955 0.991 

0.25 $832,790 $825,820 0.992 

 

Having considered a variety of circumstances using the pay-forward model, we find that no 
example provides clear evidence that officers will find the opportunity financially compelling. 
Delaying promotion consideration for a year does not convincingly and substantially provide 
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financial benefits. The circumstance where the evidence is strongest would involve an officer 
who faces low odds of promotion to O-5 and who, but by opting out for a year to O-4, markedly 
improves the later selection probability. But even in that case, the gains would be small. 

There are certainly limitations to this analysis. Remaining in the current grade for the 
duration of the broadening assignment might provide nonfinancial rewards, such as a longer 
tour in a desirable assignment. From another perspective, the financial costs of opting out are 
relatively small in a variety of circumstances. Officers might pursue opting out because the 
relative costs are small compared with nonmonetary gains. If an officer must decide between 
opting out of promotion consideration and curtailing a desirable broadening assignment, the 
officer might find opting out an attractive option. Similarly, we likely do not capture the full 
benefit of BPZ promotion to O-5. BPZ promotion to O-5 might provide a wide array of 
nonmonetary benefits to the recipient, including important recognition by flag or general 
officers. Given the exclusivity of BPZ promotion, opting out at O-4 might be a long-shot 
attempt to separate oneself from peers. 
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Appendix B. Permanent and Temporary Promotions and Grades 

Temporary officer grades and promotions have been distinguished from permanent grades 
and promotions in various ways and at various times. As indicated in Chapter 3, this appendix 
provides a discussion of both historic and contemporary usages of these terms with respect to 
either grade ceilings or promotions.  

There are two broadly defined needs addressed by the use of temporary promotions. One 
type is related to grade strengths. When the need for officers in higher grades has exceeded 
statutory limits on the number of permanent appointments in those grades, temporary promotions 
have been permitted. The other type is related to specific positions. In some cases, when officers 
are assigned to positions authorized at a higher grade than their permanent grades, they are 
permitted to temporarily assume the grade of the position. 

 Temporary promotions result in higher rank, precedence, pay, and insignia on a uniform, but 
they do not guarantee a permanent promotion. For example, a lieutenant colonel who assumes a 
position requiring the rank of a colonel could, under the current statute (10 U.S.C. 605), wear the 
colonel’s insignia and accept the higher colonel’s pay, but would still meet a colonel promotion 
board. If twice failed of selection, he would revert to his permanent grade after leaving the 
position.  

Throughout history, temporary promotions have been employed to achieve a variety of 
policy goals, from ensuring that wartime demands for critical skills are met to providing services 
the flexibility to promote more officers in peacetime. Although DOPMA/ROPMA sought to 
dramatically scale back the use of temporary promotions, it did not eliminate them entirely, and, 
since then, there has been a gradual expansion of their use.  

Historic Use of Temporary Promotions: Wartime Requirements and 
Grade Ceiling Accommodations  
The earliest use of temporary promotions was to ensure that officers were available to fill 

critical billets in wartime. The practice was codified in law as early as 1910, when the 
U.S. Congress enacted legislation allowing the President the authority to appoint officers to 
higher grades, without vacating their permanent grades during times of war or national 
emergency.1 DOPMA carried forward the same provision, with very similar wording, when it 
was enacted in 1980 (10 U.S.C. 603).  

                                                
1 The 1940 version of Title 10 indicates that the provision was added in 1910 (10 U.S.C. 513, 1940).  
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Temporary promotions should not be confused with the U.S. Army’s historical and now-
defunct brevet promotion system, which the Continental Congress first adopted during the War 
for Independence as a nominal means to reward officers for meritorious service in wartime; there 
was no pay increase associated with a brevet promotion until 1812, when brevetted officers 
began to receive additional pay only if they were assigned to a position that required a higher 
rank. Congress abolished the brevet system after the Civil War, during which it was so widely 
used that it lost its credibility (Stewart, 2009, p. 149).  

After World War II, temporary promotions became a way to draw down a wartime military 
while still providing a means to promote talented officers and fill critical billets. The Officer 
Personnel Act of 1947 allowed temporary promotions whenever authorized grade ceilings 
exceeded the strength of officers in permanent grades, but also allowed temporary promotions 
above the authorized ceiling if a service secretary determined a need (e.g., 10 U.S.C. 3442, 1052, 
pertaining to the Army). With respect to the latter, Congress envisioned a continuing drawdown 
from the large number of officers on active duty during World War II to a much smaller peacetime 
force. With that objective in mind, it established controls on permanent promotions. However, in 
spite of the ongoing demobilization, there was a recognized need for officers in temporary grades 
well above the permanent levels, and thus the services were permitted to make temporary 
appointments exceeding the permanent grade ceilings. Limitations on temporary promotions 
were, according to Rostker and colleagues (1993, p. 5), nonexistent for the Army and Air Force 
and very liberal for the Navy and Marine Corps. 

Statutory controls on temporary grade strengths were imposed by the Officer Grade 
Limitation Act of 1954. The strength ceilings, however, were particularly difficult for the Air 
Force to manage to stay within due to high retention of pilots who comprised a large proportion 
of its officer force. This led to recurring requests for temporary legislative relief, which was 
generally provided but not assured. An interesting artifact from this era is shown at Appendix C. 
This experience made the Air Force a strong proponent for the permanent grade relief contained 
in DOPMA.  

 DOPMA, enacted in 1980, eliminated two important distinctions in officer management. 
The first was between regular and reserve commissions for officers serving on active duty, 
which were pertinent to both tenure and promotions. Prior to DOPMA, officers graduating from 
military academies were commissioned as regular officers while most of those accessed through 
other sources were commissioned as reserve officers on active duty. Reserve officers were 
gradually selected through board processes for augmentation of the regular officer force. Regular 
officers were more strongly protected from reductions in force.2 Reserve officers not augmented 
by the twentieth year of commissioned service were allowed to continue service only at the 
discretion of service secretaries (Mitchell, 1996, p. 203). 

                                                
2 Prior to DOPMA legislation, reserve commissioned officers serving on active duty could be discharged “at the 
pleasure of the President” (10 U.S.C. 1162). 
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The other important distinction eliminated by DOPMA was between permanent and 
temporary grades (other than wartime temporary appointments). Prior to DOPMA, the temporary 
grade was the basis for rank and precedence, pay, and the insignia worn on the uniform. Regular 
and reserve officers competed against each other for promotion to temporary grades. Reserve 
officers twice not selected for temporary promotion were subject to up-or-out provisions, but 
regular officers not selected for promotion to a temporary grade had a second chance when later 
considered for permanent promotion.  

From a more contemporary perspective, there has been a gradual return to the use of 
temporary grades to meet critical manpower requirements in both wartime and peacetime. While 
DOPMA/ROPMA eliminates the distinctions between permanent and temporary promotions, it 
does allow for wartime temporary promotions of either serving officers or civilians officers to 
any officer grade. In practice, this provision has been used sparingly. Senior DoD officials 
reported that, to their knowledge, the Office of the President has used the authority only once, to 
appoint judges to the rank of major general for a period of days to review the constitutionality of 
the military commission at Guantanamo Bay after 9/11.3  

Most recently, the FY 2019 NDAA includes a provision allowing all military departments 
temporary promotion authority for officers in skills with critical shortages (10 U.S.C. 605). 
Previously, only the Navy was authorized to use the promotion authority to temporarily promote 
lieutenant commanders to the rank of commander if they possessed critical skills in short supply, 
as determined by the Secretary of the Navy (10 U.S.C. 5721). The legislation does include caps 
on the number of officers who may be temporarily promoted (see Table B.1). The lack of any 
legislation to the contrary suggests that these numbers do count against each military 
department’s congressional mandated grade ceilings.  

Temporary Promotions and Reserve Commissions for Officers on 
Active Duty 
Prior to enactment of DOPMA, temporary promotions and reserve commissions for officers 

on active duty were used in tandem to provide an officer force that met the needs of the time. For 
example, 10 U.S.C. 3205, as of 1976, authorized 49,500 regular officers (exclusive of nurse, 
medical, and other specific categories), whereas the commissioned officer strength at the time, 
limited only by the overall appropriation for members of the Army on active duty, was over 
85,000 (Cocke et al., 1977, p. 40).4 The difference between the statutory regular officer 

                                                
3 Stakeholder discussion with OSD official, February 15, 2018.  
4 In pre-DOPMA versions of Title 10, many officer management provisions were contained in service-specific 
segments of the code. In most respects, these provisions were roughly parallel for each of the services. In this 
section, for brevity, we provide only the Army-specific references.  
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Table B.1. Limitation on the Number of Temporary Promotions 

Service and Rank 
Number of Temporary 

Promotions 
Army  

Captain 120 
Major 350 
Lieutenant Colonel 200 
Colonel 100 

Air Force  
Captain 100 
Major 325 
Lieutenant Colonel 175 
Colonel 80 

Marine Corps  
Captain 50 
Major 175 
Lieutenant Colonel 100 
Colonel 50 

Navy  
Lieutenant 100 
Lieutenant Commander 325 
Commander 175 
Captain 80 

                                    SOURCE: FY 2019 NDAA. 

strength limit and the total number of officers on active duty was met by appointment of reserve 
officers serving on active duty. 10 U.S.C. 3442, as of 1976, authorized both an active strength of 
officers greater than the statutory regular officer strength limit and the temporary promotions 
of officers serving on active duty: 

(b) Whenever, under authorization by Congress, the number of commissioned 
officers of the Regular Army on active duty plus the number of other 
commissioned officers of the Army ordered to active duty for a period of more 
than 30 days is more than the authorized strength of the Regular Army in 
commissioned officers on the active list, the Secretary of the Army shall 
determine the additional number of officers in each of the commissioned grades 
based upon the number of officers serving on active duty and the tasks being 
performed by the Army. Vacancies resulting from that determination may then be 
filled by the appointment of qualified officers, as prescribed in sub-section (c). 

(c) Subject to subsections (a) and (b), a regular commissioned officer, or a 
reserve commissioned officer who is serving on active duty, may be appointed in 
a temporary grade that is equal to or higher than his regular or reserve grade, 
without vacating any other grade held by him. (10 USC 3442, 1976)  
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Temporary appointments were made without tenure protection. 10 U.S.C. 3447 provided that 
“the President may vacate at any time a temporary appointment in a commissioned grade.” 

These provisions were eliminated by DOPMA. Under current statutes, an officer appointed 
for service in a regular component is, by the definition in 10 U.S.C. 101(b)(12), a “regular” 
officer. Reserve officers serving on active duty are limited by the call-up provisions in 10 U.S.C. 
1209 and the strength limitations in 10 U.S.C. 115.  

Future Uses of the Temporary Promotion Authority  
There are two main reasons that the OSD and the services might consider leveraging 

temporary promotion authority. First, temporary promotions can be used to fill critical billets, 
either on a limited basis or, if grade ceilings are adjusted, on a bigger scale. Second, temporary 
promotions can be used as an incentive—a reward to qualified personnel who would receive 
higher pay, and, potentially, a leg up when it comes time for promotion selection. Of course, it is 
also possible (and probably likely) that OSD and the services would have both of these goals in 
mind if they sought to leverage temporary promotion authorities.  

When OSD and the military departments consider leveraging temporary promotions, they 
have at least three options to do so. First, DoD might decide to advocate for the enactment in 
legislation of annual caps on temporary grade ceilings to allow for the rapid build-up of forces in 
response to a crisis. Second, the military departments themselves might decide to leverage new 
temporary promotion authority granted to service secretaries in the FY 2019 NDAA to allow for 
a more limited build-up of officers possessing critical skills. Third, OSD could examine the 
possibility of making greater use of the DOPMA/ROPMA provision giving the President the 
authority to make temporary appointments to any grade (10 U.S.C. 603). This third approach 
would likely require additional analysis to determine whether political or bureaucratic hurdles 
exist to leveraging this authority. 

Advocating for Temporary Grade Ceilings 

If OSD were to pursue the first option—lobbying for annual temporary grade ceilings—it 
would mark a return to the historic distinction between permanent and temporary grade ceilings 
and perhaps also to permanent and temporary grades.5 Rather than being fixed in statute as a 
function of total officer strength, temporary grade ceilings would be set in recurring legislation, 
most likely in defense authorization acts along with end-strength authorizations. The services 
would justify their grade ceilings as part of their planning, programming, budgeting, and 

                                                
5 The Senate version of the FY 2020 NDAA contained a provision to replace the grade tables in 10 U.S.C. 523 with 
grade strengths specifically authorized by Congress in each fiscal year. The provision was removed by the 
House/Senate conference committee prior to final action on the bill. Had it survived, it would have provided for 
annual authorization of permanent grade ceilings rather than temporary authorization above statutory ceilings.  
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execution exercises, and the armed services committees would likely examine them critically. 
This would provide services greater opportunity for relief from current grade ceilings if needed.  

Such relief generally seems unnecessary given the headroom most services continue to have 
within current ceilings. Moreover, it would add a recurring analytic burden and also introduce 
the potential for downward adjustments. However, in response to a national crisis that demanded 
the rapid build-up of a large number of forces with a particular critical skill, it might be a 
desirable approach. 

Analysis to support grade ceilings can be based on two separate considerations. It can be 
based on job requirements, which assumes a capacity to rather finitely determine the grade 
requirement for each unique job. For many jobs, particularly on staffs, we know of no technique 
capable of making such grade determinations with sufficient validity and reliability to withstand 
the close scrutiny to which they would be subjected if they became the basis for recurring 
legislative action. The other, more defensible approach is to base grade ceilings, or the planned 
grade strengths within them, on desired promotion flows. These tend to be more objectively 
calculable in that the promotion flows associated with various grade strengths can be readily 
modeled. But justifying the need for a specified promotion flow becomes largely subjective. The 
subjectivity inherent in either approach introduces the possibility of grade ceilings shifting in 
response to varying views of the value of a grade structure. In general, routinely revisited grade 
ceilings could produce more arbitrary, unwelcome swings in officer management than salutary, 
sought-after ones.  

Leveraging Fiscal Year 2019 National Defense Authorization Act Legislation on 
Temporary Promotions  

The second approach to incorporating temporary promotions into officer management reform 
would involve leveraging the FY 2019 NDAA legislation expanding temporary promotion 
authority for officers with critical skills in short supply (as deemed by the service secretary). The 
use of this provision would allow the military departments to ensure their needs for officers with 
skills sets important for twenty-first-century warfighting, such as cyber warfare, are being met 
despite current grade ceiling constraints.  

As the Army Talent Management Task Force has pointed out, the provision also would allow 
the military departments to create an incentive for officers to accept less desirable assignments. 
The Army is also exploring the use of a “regulated marketplace” that would attempt to align 
officer preferences with Army requirements to place officers in assignments. The temporary 
promotion incentive could be used in conjunction with the regulated marketplace.6 There is a 
considerable historical precedent for leveraging the temporary promotion authority as both an 
incentive and a means to fill critical skills billets. For example, the Secretary of the Navy, who 

 
6 Discussion with Brigadier General J. P. Kelly, Army Talent Management Task Force, March 18, 2019.  
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has had congressionally mandated temporary or “spot” promotion authority far longer than the 
other military departments, spot-promoted 16 Naval Special Warfare officers from lieutenant 
commander to commander in 2007, at the height of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, noting their 
critical roles in the war and the need to incentivize retention of those officers to both fill critical 
skills billets and to incentivize retention of those officers (Naval Special Warfare Command, 
2007). 

A Note on Frocking  
Temporary promotions stand in contrast to what has been, to date, the more frequently 

employed practice of frocking. That process involves moving an officer already on a promotion 
list confirmed by the Senate to a new position that requires the officer to “pin on” a higher rank 
prior to his or her promotion date. Frocking is similar to temporary promotions in that the time 
the officer wears the insignia of the next higher grade does not count as seniority in that grade or 
time of service in that grade, according to OSD policy (DoDI 1334.02, 2012). However, unlike 
temporary promotions, frocking does not result in higher pay or the assumption of any legal 
authority associated with the higher grade (DoDI 1334.02, 2012, p. 6). Also in contrast to 
temporarily promoted officers, frocked officers can look forward to a guaranteed promotion 
because they are already on a promotion list.  

Frocking is a potentially useful policy for two reasons. First, services may choose to frock 
an officer if he or she is filling a position in which he or she would otherwise be outranked by 
subordinates, particularly in positions outside the officer’s home service such as an international 
or joint assignment.7 Second, the services may choose to frock officers, rather than immediately 
promote them, because frocked officers do not count against congressionally mandated grade 
ceilings. This becomes an issue when an officer has been selected for promotion, particularly to 
a command billet, but there is no vacancy (or “headroom”) in the next higher grade. Frocking 
provides a means to promote that officer so he or she can assume the new assignment, with the 
appropriate rank, in a timely manner.  

Like temporarily promoted officers, frocked officers do not count against the services’ grade 
ceilings, but the number of officers who may be frocked across the services within a given year 
is limited. OSD policy states that the total number of frocked active duty officers at the grade of 
colonel or above (or, captain or above in the Navy) may not exceed 85; the number of officers 
frocked to the grade of colonel (or captain in the Navy) cannot exceed 2 percent of the service’s 
grade ceiling; and for officers frocked to grades of major or lieutenant colonel (or lieutenant 
commander and commander in the Navy) the number may not exceed 1 percent of the service’s 
grade ceiling (DoDI 1334.02, 2012, p. 7).  

                                                
7 See, for example, a reference to leveraging flocking for international and joint assignments in DoDI 1334.02, p. 6.  
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Appendix C. Air Force Officer Grade Relief Memo 

The memo depicted here illustrates the Air Force’s continuing need for officer grade relief 
prior to the enactment of DOPMA (White House Records Office, 1974).  
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Appendix D. Stagnant Officer Model 

We sought to understand which factors contribute to a perception, if not reality, of a 
population of low-performing officers of long tenure. Most individual-level data are not fine-
grained enough to delineate between levels of performance. Among officers who are unlikely to 
be promoted again, separating the low-performing from the high-performing will be challenging. 
In this environment, we turned to a simulation that replicates the performance evaluation system 
and the job matching system. 

Our model and accompanying simulation make a distinction between the underlying 
capability of an officer and the military service’s estimation of that capability. In this appendix, 
we provide the mechanics of the simulation and our results, the most significant of which are the 
following: 

• Many officers who are not promoted will be significantly more capable than the services 
expect, due to ways in which the services evaluate officers, assign them, and incentivize 
performance. 

• When officers appear to be low performing, the result might arise from the way in which 
officers are assigned—poor job matches yield lower performance. 

• In some circumstances, all officers who are not promoted appear to be low performing. 
• Among officers who are not promoted, those who are more capable will be more likely to 

leave the service than less-capable peers when job matching is poor or the evaluation 
system is inaccurate. 

Model Specifications 
Underscoring the model is the construct of long-term potential for valuable service. As a 

shorthand, we refer to this construct as talent. In the model, each officer has a given level of 
talent, the true value of which is unknowable. There is no reliable and accurate method for 
obtaining the true level of talent, but the military services nevertheless estimate the amount of 
long-term potential for valuable service through performance evaluations, selection board 
consideration, and other means. In our model, we assumed that talent is normally distributed and 
arbitrarily set the mean at 10 and the standard deviation at 2. 

Our simulation tests the importance of three variables:  

• the performance evaluation system, which includes officer evaluations and promotion 
selection boards 

• the job assignment system, which includes both the large decisions made by personnel 
bureaucracies and the decisions made by local commanders and units 

• job matching, which is the alignment of knowledge, skills, abilities, and other attributes 
(KSAO), interest, and desired level of effort with the same requirements of a given job. 
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To test the importance of the performance evaluation system, we structured the variable as 
an error term within a range around 1. A highly accurate performance evaluation system would 
be accurate in the range 0.95–1.05, showing that at the extreme ends an officer might be 
undervalued or overvalued by no more than 5 percent. A less accurate performance evaluation 
system would span from 0.75 to 1.25, resulting in an assessed officer being between 25 percent 
undervalued and 25 percent overvalued. Within our model, we assumed that the accuracy of the 
assessment would be uniformly distributed within a given range. Within the model, the true 
talent level is multiplied by this variable, resulting in the service’s perceived level of talent for a 
given officer.1 The military service can “see” a perceived talent level, which is the estimate of 
the true talent level. 

The job assignment system and job matching variables are related. For simplicity, we set up 
the job assignment system as a dichotomous variable: At any time, an individual is either in a job 
that is a “good” fit or in a job that is a “less good” fit. The model alters the probability that an 
officer is in a job that is a good fit versus a less good fit. Our model assumes that officers face 
the same probability regardless of the talent level. 

The influence of randomness and probability reflects the uncertainty of whether or not a 
particular job will be a good fit for a given officer. Perfect matching between jobs and officers 
assumes that transaction costs would be close to zero; gathering the needed information about 
jobs and officers is costly, whether for assignment bureaucracies or unit commanders. In 
addition, asymmetric information, the hidden and unshared knowledge about either officers or 
jobs, prevents perfect job matching. As a result, there will be error in matching. Our model 
structures that uncertainty as a probability of filling a job that is a “less good” fit. At 10 percent 
error, 90 percent of officers would fill a job that is a good fit. At 50 percent, it would be a coin 
flip between a good fit and a less good fit. 

There are consequences of filling a job that is a good fit versus a less good fit. Our model 
assumes that an officer will be more productive in a job that is a good fit. The difference in 
productivity is our third variable. At a theoretical level, the productivity difference can arise from 
two prominent avenues: 

• from a mismatch between the KSAOs possessed by the officer and those required from 
the job 

• from a lower level of effort, caused by lower job satisfaction or other motivational factors 
(Christen, Iyer, and Soberman, 2006). 

The point of the model is not to untangle whether lower productivity from a job that is a less 
good fit arises from mismatched KSAOs or lower effort, but rather to illustrate the perceived 

                                                
1 Lazear (2004) developed a model in which an employee’s performance includes both a permanent component and 
a transitory component. The transitory component varies over time. Because the firm—or the military—cannot 
disentangle the permanent and transitory components, overvaluing and undervaluing of performance occur. 
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effects of a less good fit. Our model assumes that productivity in a job that is a good fit will be 1. 
We calculate an officer’s observed performance by multiplying the true level of talent by a 
productivity factor. For an officer serving in a job that is a less good fit, we specify various levels 
of productivity, from 0.9 down to 0.5. At 0.9, the military service would observe little difference 
in productivity whether an officer is in a job that is a good fit or a less good fit. At 0.5, though, 
an officer would be only half as productive in a job that is a less good fit than in a good fit, even 
though the true level of talent is constant. 

The model occurs over several phases, replicating the career life cycle from promotion to 
O-5 through promotion to O-6, as reflected in Figure D.1. 

Figure D.1. Career Life-Cycle Model 

  

NOTE: Our model illustrates how the perception of performance in a military career is influenced by underlying talent 
and the randomness of imperfect judgment. 

The model starts with a population of O-4s with a normal distribution of talent. The model 
reflects the true talent of the officer, which is unknown but is nevertheless estimated by the 
service. To generate that estimate, the military service conducts performance evaluations and 
holds promotion selection boards. Based on those estimates, the military service will promote the 
highest performing officers to O-5. We assume a 70-percent promotion rate to O-5. Those who 
fail of selection to O-5 drop out of the model. Because the measurement of talent is subject to 
error and most officers have close to the average level of talent, some officers will be promoted 
to O-5 who would not have been if the true level of talent were known. All promoted officers 
will receive job assignments, which could be either a good match leading to a high level of 
observed performance or a less good match leading to a lower level of observed performance.  
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Based on the observed performance, the military service again conducts performance 
evaluations and a promotion selection board. The military service will, in our model, promote the 
top 50 percent of officers to O-6 based on the perceived level of talent. The output of the model, 
run 500 times per collection of variables, shows several results: 

• the average true talent level at O-6 
• the average perceived talent level at O-6 
• the average true talent level at O-5 of those failed of selection to O-6 
• the average perceived talent level at O-5 of those failed of selection to O-6. 

We recognized that many officers will elect to retire from military service. We devised a 
novel rule to replicate the decision to retire. If an O-5 experiences a divergence between the true 
talent level and the perceived talent level greater than 2, our model enforces a decision rule that 
an officer will retire soon after failure of selection. Consider the following examples: 

• An officer with a true talent level of 10 experiences a less good fit in a job and/or the 
military evaluation system undervalues the officer’s talent, such that the perceived level 
of talent is 7.5. With a decision rule set at 2, the officer will retire since 7.5 plus 2 is less 
than 10. 

• An officer with a true talent level of 10 experiences a good fit in a job and the military 
evaluation system nearly accurately assesses the officer’s talent, such that the perceived 
level of talent is 9.5. With a decision rule set at 2, the officer will remain in the service. 

The addition of a retirement decision allows us to model scenarios in which long-tenured 
officers who fail of selection to O-6 promotion elect to remain in the service, including the 
following results: 

• the average true talent at O-5 of those who remain in the service 
• the average perceived talent at O-5 of those who remain in the service 
• O-5 retention. 

Finally, given that some officers will be promoted to O-5 due to a misestimation of their true 
talent, the model will tell us 

• the percentage of those misidentified for promotion who remain in the service 
• the percentage of those accurately identified for promotion who remain in the service. 

Model Results 
All three variables influence the level of talent that is perceived in the O-5 population that is 

not promoted to O-6. We show what happens when a military service struggles to accurately 
identify talent, haphazardly matches its talent to jobs, and gets relatively little performance from 
those in poorly matched jobs.  

In Table D.1, we ran the simulation 500 times with the talent identification between 75 and 
125 percent, representing a situation where the evaluation of talent occurs with substantial 
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potential error. The simulation also represented job matching at 50 percent, or a coin flip 
between a job that is a good fit and a less good fit. For those not in a good fit, we set the 
performance level to 75 percent. Recall that the average talent in the entire population is 10, 
normally distributed. The result of the above specifications is a population of O-5s who remain 
in the service and appear to be a significantly lower performing than average O-5s. While 
nearly two-thirds of O-5s will exit, the decline in the true talent level indicates that higher 
performing officers among O-5s will be more likely to retire. The good news, however, is that 
the O-5 population is more capable than it seems, and by a wide margin. The gap between the 
true and perceived level of talent among the O-5s who remain is substantial. 

Table D.1. Outcome Across Perceived Talent, Job Matching, and Promotion Variables 

Average 
Talent to 
O-6 

Average 
Perceived 
Talent to 

O-6 

Average 
Talent at 

O-5 

Average 
Perceived 
Talent at 

O-5 

Average 
Talent at 
O-5 Who 
Remain 

Average 
Perceived 
Talent at 
O-5 Who 
Remain 

Over-
Promoted 
O-5 Who 
Remain 

Properly 
Promoted 
O-5 Who 
Remain 

O-5 
Retention 

11.5 11.4 10.1 7.5 9.1 8.0 67.2% 27.6% 36.4% 

 
This exercise shows that a perception of low-performing officers of long tenure might arise 

from the intersection of three variables: (1) Inaccurate talent assessments promote some officers 
who might otherwise not be promoted, although those officers differ little from those who should 
have been promoted but were not; (2) job matching, and the lower performance from those who 
are poorly matched, results in lower perceived performance; (3) officers who remain in the service 
might be less capable than those who retired, on average. The model also illustrates that low-
performing officers of long tenure might be more capable than the military services estimate.  

Variability of Perceived Performance by Talent Level 
We also sought to understand the extent of perceived underperformance among officers of 

long tenure under a variety of conditions, using our model described above. In this section, we 
are particularly interested in those officers who have been promoted to O-5 but failed of 
selection to O-6. 

Devine and Syrett (2014, p. 18) provide a useful framework for conceptualizing this 
population. Using a 3 × 3 matrix, they categorize individuals into three potential levels and 
three performance levels. 

We substitute our term talent for their term potential. To categorize talent into three bins, we 
divided our notional population in the following manner: 

• high: those with a true talent level or performance above 10 
• medium: those with a true talent level or performance between 8 and 10 
• low: those with a true talent level or performance below 8. 
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We chose 10 as the dividing line between a high label and a medium label because the initial 
mean talent level for the entire population was set at 10.2  

As in the first section of this appendix, our model incorporates three sources of inefficiency 
and inaccuracy that might be present in a military career. Appraisals of true talent can occur from 
perfect assessments (100 percent accurate) to potentially widely inaccurate (75–125 percent). 
Effective job matching ranges from 100 percent (good match for everyone) to 50 percent (good 
match for only half the population). Job performance ranges from 100 percent (everyone’s 
performance matches their talent in all jobs) to 50 percent (performance is half the level of true 
talent when poorly matched to a job). Our model considers 175 officers, reflecting the premise 
that of the initial population of 500, 70 percent (or 350) were promoted to O-5 and later 
50 percent of that total (or 175) were promoted to O-6. 

We considered the effect of each variable in isolation, but intuition and realism suggest that 
errors will be present. Perfect performance evaluation, perfect job matching, and perfect job 
performance in a suboptimal match are not possible. In our final table, we show the interaction 
of the three variables in a variety of scenarios. Immediately, Table D.2 shows more extreme 
results when all three variables depart from the ideal value than we observed when holding 
two variables constant. For instance, high-talent officers displaying high performance fell by 
nearly one-third when only small errors were introduced. As the variable values become more 
extreme, those officers displaying anything other than low performance dropped to zero. 

Every column in the table sums to 175, reflecting an initial population of 500 officers 
promoted at the 70 percent rate to O-5 and 50 percent to O-6. Across the three variables, for 
officers at the grade of O-5 but failed of selection to O-6, we see three key observations emerge. 
First, the population of high-talent officers increases, when moving from perfectly effective 
results (left side of table) to less effective results (right side of table). This result occurs because, 
under less effective conditions, a greater number of high-talent O-5s are erroneously missed for 
promotion to O-6. 

Second, departures from 100 percent for any variable tend to lower the perceived talent of 
high-talent populations faster and sooner than the medium-talent populations. Luck certainly 
plays a role, as a high-talent O-5 who also got lucky probably met the O-6 promotion threshold. 
Since decreased effectiveness affects the high-talent population first and to a greater extent, the 
military service might perceive that high-talent officers are missing from the O-5 population, 
especially compared with the mass of medium-talent officers in the same grade. 

Finally, few officers reached O-5 who met our cutoff for low talent (talent less than 8). This 
is an important finding, for it shows that even when performance evaluations are substantially 

                                                
2 As this is a subset of the entire population, the mean talent level will not be 10. The mean and standard deviation 
will change based on the variables’ specifications. 
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Table D.2. Talent and Observed Performance Level of O-5s Who Have  
Twice Failed Selection to O-6 

Effectiveness Level 

Performance Evaluation  
Job Matching 

Performance in Suboptimal Match 

100% 
100% 
100% 

95–105% 
90% 
90% 

90–110% 
80% 
80% 

85–115% 
70% 
70% 

80–120% 
60% 
60% 

75–125% 
50% 
50% 

Results       

High talent 
High performance 

75 51 22 1 0 0 

High talent 
Medium performance 

0 23 54 55 22 0 

High talent 
Low performance 

0 0 5 37 80 108 

Medium talent 
High performance 

0 12 10 0 0 0 

Medium talent 
Medium performance 

100 88 65 43 16 0 

Medium talent 
Low performance 

0 1 18 37 52 59 

Low talent 
High performance 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Low talent 
Medium performance 

0 0 0 1 1 0 

Low talent 
Low performance 

0 0 0 2 5 8 

 
ineffective, only a small percentage of O-5s will be of low capability. This is not to say that 
performance evaluation errors are insignificant. The effect of those errors is more likely to be 
observed in the talent level of O-6s, some of whom should be O-5s. 

Conclusion 
Officers of long tenure can be a valuable resource for the military services, but random 

errors—in performance evaluation and job matching—can distort the services’ perception of 
these officers’ value. When error factors are large, most officers will appear to be low performing, 
and those most capable will depart the service at a greater proportion than their less capable 
peers. Relatively few officers, however, will be substantially less capable than the average 
officer. 

These results suggest that a way to manage officers of long tenure is to focus on aligning 
them to roles in which they will be successful. A focus on job matching might decrease the 
probability of misalignment, thereby leaving fewer officers in roles to which they are ill-suited. 
Other sources of discrepancies between the true talent level and the perceived talent level—
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errors in performance evaluation and low performance in a “less good” job match—might be 
more intractable challenges. 

A better estimation of the capability of officers with long tenure would also increase the 
efficacy of other tenure management tours, including separation boards. By decreasing 
misestimation of talent that stems from poor job matching, the services can be more certain 
that they are separating the least capable of their officers in times when such need arises. 
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Appendix E. O-5 Separation Patterns by Occupational Category 

In Chapter 4, we considered whether new separation authorities might offer the services the 
flexibility to tailor tenure-management provisions to specific populations of officers. Underlying 
such authorities would be the rationale that officers might differ in their productivity profiles by 
skill community. We investigated whether officers leave active duty at different rates as reflected 
by their occupational category. 

Using DMDC data from 2001–2018, we sorted O-5s by service and occupational code and 
studied the services’ inventory of officers from 19 years of active commissioned service to 
28 years of active commissioned service. By starting at 19 years, we could estimate the rough 
maximum number of O-5s by service, as this date occurs before most achieve retirement 
eligibility or would be promoted to O-6. At 28 years of service, most will face mandatory 
retirement unless promoted to O-6. 

Figures E.1–E.8 show the population of O-5s by service, occupational code, and years of 
active commissioned service. Reflecting the occupational structure of each service, there is wide 
disparity between the services at the nineteenth year of active commissioned service. To account 
for this variation and evaluate the rate of change, we also normalized the starting value. For each 
service, the three occupational categories closely follow the same trend, with little difference 
arising between the combat arms and noncombat arms. 

Figure E.1. Average Army O-5 Population, 2001–2018, by Occupational Category and  
Years of Active Commissioned Service  
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Figure E.2. Normalized Average Army O-5 Population, 2001–2018, by Occupational Category and 
Years of Active Commissioned Service  

 

Figure E.3. Average Air Force O-5 Population, 2001–2018, by Occupational Category and Years of 
Active Commissioned Service 
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Figure E.4. Normalized Average Air Force O-5 Population, 2001–2018, by Occupational Category 
and Years of Active Commissioned Service  

 

Figure E.5. Average Marine Corps O-5 Population, 2001–2018, by Occupational Category and 
Years of Active Commissioned Service  
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Figure E.6. Normalized Average Marine Corps O-5 Population, 2001–2018, by 
Occupational Category and Years of Active Commissioned Service  

 

Figure E.7. Average Navy O-5 Population, 2001–2018, by Occupational 
Category and Years of Active Commissioned Service  
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Figure E.8. Normalized Average Navy O-5 Population, 2001–2018, by Occupational 
Category and Years of Active Commissioned Service  
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