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ISSUE

In preparation for future conflict, the Department of the Air Force (DAF) is reinstating its warrant officer 
(WO) program. To support the DAF in this effort, this report documents common policies and practices of WO 
programs in sister services. Further, this report details the accessions and selection, training and education, and 
promotion policies and practices of the three military service branches that currently use the WO rank: the U.S. 
Army, U.S. Navy, and U.S. Marine Corps.

APPROACH

To summarize current and past WO program policies and practices, we examined open-source documentation 
using a systematic document and content analysis methodology. This included summarizing relevant policy, 
literature, and historical sources to understand the present state of WO programs in the U.S. military and the 
DAF’s past with its own WO corps. We began by reviewing statutes, legislation, policies, instructions, manuals, 
regulations, guidelines, and memoranda from the U.S. Department of Defense, U.S. Department of the Army, 
U.S. Department of the Navy, and U.S. Marine Corps. Next, we reviewed reports from RAND, the Congressional 
Budget Office, and the U.S. Army Research Institute for the Behavioral and Social Sciences. We also reviewed 
historical monographs, contemporary service journals, and academic journal articles to gain historical insights. 

KEY FINDINGS

Current WO programs have developed to address the technical needs of each service. These needs can affect 
various aspects of the WO program and, in some cases, create varying dynamics within a single military branch. 
For instance,

•	 The U.S. Navy’s WO program has the distinct purpose of retaining senior enlisted technical talent. Navy 
WOs typically have spent more time in service at the time of selection than Army and Marine Corps WOs 
have. Given that the candidates for the Navy WO program tend to differ from those of most other services, 
Navy training for WOs also tends to be unique. The Marine Corps WO program is similar to the Navy WO 
program because of its institutional relationship with the Navy. 

•	 In response to technical demands, some career fields in the U.S. Army and U.S. Navy rely on WOs to foster 
early career talent. Both services offer WO career tracks for junior enlisted and civilians. For example, 
most Army WOs are in the aviation field to address demand for aviator specialists with expertise in rotary-

http://www.rand.org/t/rrA2997-2
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA2997-2.html
https://www.rand.org/


RAND Project AIR FORCE (PAF), a division of RAND, is the Department of the Air Force’s (DAF’s) federally funded research and 
development center for studies and analyses, supporting both the United States Air Force and the United States Space Force. PAF 
provides the DAF with independent analyses of policy alternatives affecting the development, employment, combat readiness, and 
support of current and future air, space, and cyber forces. For more information, visit PAF’s website at www.rand.org/paf.

PROJECT AIR FORCE

wing technology. The Navy has used its WO program to address demand for cyber and computer network 
operations abilities and competition with the civilian sector for talent. 

CONSIDERATIONS

As it develops its own WO program, the DAF may find it helpful to consider its own history with WOs and 
current practices of sister services’ WO programs:

•	 DAF WO technical areas may influence accession sources, experience levels, eligibility requirements, 
training needs, and promotion intervals. The DAF might consider whether to use its WO program to retain 
highly experienced senior enlisted personnel or to attract junior enlisted personnel and civilians. As the 
Army and Navy illustrate, a hybrid approach is possible. 

•	 Defining clear roles and duties would help avoid the problems the service has experienced historically. The 
DAF discontinued its WO program in the 1950s largely because, unlike noncommissioned officers, WOs 
then had an ambiguous purpose. 

•	 WO programs in sister services have clearly defined statute and legislative foundations. Understanding 
legislative dynamics was outside the scope of this report, but considering their impact before adjusting 
policy may help the DAF identify limitations and available flexibilities.

•	 Although this report focuses solely on active-duty WO programs in sister services, the DAF may wish to 
understand the applicability of the reconstituted WO program to the reserve component. Further analysis 
could consider how statutes, legislation, policies, and regulations differ from those for the active component.

•	 Compensation plays an important role in career management across the U.S. military. This issue was 
outside the scope of this report, but analysis of its impact on retention may be a key consideration for DAF 
WO career management.

•	 Each service’s WO program may alleviate labor force or operational challenges. Further analysis to assess 
the effectiveness of these efforts could potentially further assist policymakers. 

•	 WO programs in sister services could also offer lessons to address career management concerns. RAND’s 
prior research, as detailed in the appendix, could assist policymakers in recruiting and retaining cyber 
talent and facilitate the career management of enlisted and officers.
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