
continued

RESEARCH  SUMMARY

Nontechnical Attribute Training and 
Development for United States Air 
Force Special Warfare
SEAN ROBSON, TRACY C. KRUEGER, MARIA C. LYTELL, SUSAN G. STRAUS, LEWIS SCHNEIDER, ANTHONY ATLER, 

GRACE FALGOUST, MATT STRAWN, MARGARET A. MAGLIONE, ZHAN OKUDA-LIM, SAM WALLACE, MIRIAM MATTHEWS

To access the full report, visit www.rand.org/t/RRA1747-1

ISSUE

Military training is a fundamental talent management activity that prepares warfighters to execute occupational 
and mission critical tasks. Initial skills training for Air Force Special Warfare (AFSPECWAR) is designed 
to efficiently teach unskilled airmen the technical knowledge and skills required to perform a particular 
occupational specialty. However, there is an emerging need to also develop the nontechnical attributes (e.g., 
Teamwork, Stress Tolerance) required to effectively learn and perform jobs in an increasingly dynamic and 
uncertain future.

APPROACH

We used a mixed-methods approach that included (1) a review of relevant documents and content analysis 
of training objectives and events described in course lesson plans; (2) discussions with course leadership, 
instructors, and students on how much emphasis training courses placed on developing AFSPECWAR 
attributes; (3) a needs analysis to identify which attributes may need further attention and development; 
(4) a targeted literature review to describe science-backed interventions; and (5) integration of research and 
assessment of Special Warfare Training Wing (SWTW) practices to develop a roadmap for nontechnical 
attribute development.

KEY FINDINGS

•	 AFSPECWAR is developing the eight AFSPECWAR nontechnical attributes. However, this development is 
not deliberate and occurs primarily through exposure to technical training instruction.

•	 The majority of students in AFSPECWAR training are performing well, but gaps were identified in four 
attributes:

	– Drive 
	– Teamwork 
	– Trainability 
	– Stress Tolerance.
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PROJECT AIR FORCE

•	 Effective interventions should focus both on the individual (e.g., goal-setting) and the training environment 
(e.g., establishing and maintaining a strong culture by encouraging prompt and constructive feedback and 
appropriate reinforcements for performance improvements). 

•	 Research suggests that attribute development should be increasingly job-specific as students advance 
through the training pipeline.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Drawing on our analyses, we developed a roadmap with seven recommendations to make AFSPECWAR’s 
efforts to develop its nontechnical attributes more deliberate. The figure presents this general implementation 
roadmap that can be adopted by any functional community. Specifically, for AFSPECWAR, we emphasize 
the following steps to address the attribute gaps (Drive, Teamwork, Trainability, Stress Tolerance): (1) teach 
relevant frameworks as applicable to current course progression in the pipeline, (2) allow students to practice 
and apply the frameworks, and then (3) use credible sources to provide feedback on what is working and areas 
for additional development. More specific strategies to address attribute gaps should be considered based on a 
thorough evaluation of current practices and student needs.
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