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About This Report 

This report addresses the U.S. Air Force’s (USAF’s) need to implement targeted reductions in the 
frequency of permanent change of station moves in response to fiscal pressures and U.S. Department 
of War guidance, while balancing impacts on cost, readiness, and retention.1 The analysis provides 
USAF leadership with evidence-based tools and policy options for extending assignment durations. 
The report includes comprehensive analysis of the current assignment system, the development of new 
analytical models, and the assessment of implementation strategies that could achieve $186 million to 
$240 million in cost savings from the USAF’s annual permanent change of station budget while 
navigating complex organizational and cultural challenges. 

RAND Project AIR FORCE 
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. Research is conducted in four programs: 
Strategy and Doctrine; Force Modernization and Employment; Resource Management; and 
Workforce, Development, and Health.  

For additional information about PAF, visit www.rand.org/paf. 
This publication documents work originally shared with the DAF on September 16, 2025. The 

draft, dated September 2025, was reviewed by formal peer reviewers and DAF subject-matter experts. 
The views expressed in this publication are those of the authors and do not reflect the official 

policy or position of the U.S. Department of War or the U.S. Government. Review of this material 
does not imply U.S. Department of War endorsement of factual accuracy or opinion.  

Funding 
This research was sponsored by the Air Force Personnel Center and prepared under contract 

FA7014-22-D-0001 as part of a PAF Workforce, Development, and Health Program fiscal year 2025 
project, “Modeling Assignment Duration for U.S. Air Force–Wide Benefits: Readiness, Retention, 
and Cost.” 

 
1 The Department of War is designated the Department of Defense under Public Law 81-216, National Security Act 
Amendments of 1949. 
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Summary 

In summer 2023, the U.S. Air Force (USAF) announced a funding shortfall driven by higher-
than-projected costs. This fiscal pressure, combined with a May 2025 U.S. Department of War 
(DOW) tasking to reduce the frequency of permanent changes of station (PCSs), led the Air Force 
Personnel Center to task RAND Project AIR FORCE (PAF) with exploring options for extending 
assignment durations.2 The analysis revealed that reducing the frequency of PCS moves could achieve 
significant cost savings from the $1.3 billion annual PCS budget for executing operational, rotational, 
unit, and training moves: Extending certain overseas tours would generate $186 million in annual 
savings, and enforcing five-year tour lengths for many assignments in the continental United States 
(CONUS) would generate $240 million in annual savings. Implementation would require navigating 
complex trade-offs and substantial cultural changes. 

Issue 
The USAF has historically relied on frequent PCS moves for mission execution and personnel 

management, with direct impacts on career development. However, these moves drive significant costs 
and create disruption for service members, families, and units. In response to fiscal pressures and the 
DOW tasking, the USAF asked PAF to analyze policy options for extending assignment durations to 
optimize cost savings while maintaining readiness and retention. 

Approach 
We conducted comprehensive analyses using multiple methods: reviewing current assignment 

policies; analyzing cost, readiness, and retention data from personnel records and exit surveys; 
developing new analytical tools, including a Microsoft Excel–based Simple Assignment Model using 
queuing theory; conducting stakeholder workshops and discussions with 25 subject-matter experts 
from Headquarters Air Force and the Air Force Personnel Center and from career field managers; 
and examining assignment practices in other military services. 

Key Findings 
The assignment system presents complex trade-offs among cost, readiness, and retention: 

• Cost drivers. Operational and rotational moves comprise 69 percent of total PCS costs 
despite representing only 41 percent of moves, which makes them prime targets for reduction. 

 
2 Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, Procedures for Military Personnel Assignments, Department of Defense 
Instruction 1315.18, October 28, 2015, incorporating change 4, effective May 23, 2025. The Department of War is designated 
the Department of Defense under Public Law 81-216, National Security Act Amendments of 1949. 
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• Retention paradox. Career mobility improves long-term retention, while assignment stability 
reduces separation probability at tour completion. The two mechanisms operate 
simultaneously. 

• Population differences. Officers prefer fewer moves for family stability; junior enlisted 
personnel desire more mobility for career development and to avoid job stagnancy. 

• Policy opportunities. Model excursions demonstrate that extending overseas tours and 
reducing uncontrolled tour frequency could achieve 8 to 22 percent cost savings.  

• Implementation barriers. Cultural expectations linking frequent moves to career 
advancement create resistance to change. Assignment teams operate with inconsistent 
practices and limited cost consciousness. 

Recommendations 
We recommend a comprehensive approach using four categories of action to implement targeted 

PCS reductions: 

• Implement broad policy extensions. Extend tour lengths outside CONUS (OCONUS) and 
establish longer baseline assignment durations (e.g., four years in CONUS, three years 
OCONUS) with mission-specific exceptions. Conduct systematic reviews and pilots of 
extended assignment lengths in select career fields and locations, monitoring impacts. 

• Refine existing policies. Audit current policies to identify extension opportunities, set caps on 
the number of moves assignment teams are authorized to execute, and enforce existing time-
on-station requirements more consistently. Revise developmental and rotation expectations to 
better align with operational realities and family considerations, reducing moves where 
feasible. Evaluate and modernize incentive pay programs, considering adjustments to better 
reward assignment continuity as appropriate. 

• Target specific populations. Customize assignment durations based on career field, family 
status, and individual preferences, with particular focus on extending tours for medical 
specialties and rated personnel. 

• Focus on stability. Expand local move opportunities, eliminate policies prioritizing longest 
time on station for moves, and leverage existing opportunities for career development in 
geographically clustered locations. 

To optimize these four categories of action, we recommend three implementation mechanisms: 

• Use analytical tools. Deploy the Simple Assignment Model to evaluate policy changes and 
their impacts before implementation. Continue to refine assignment models and analytic tools 
as more data become available to support evidence-based policy decisions. Address assignment 
data limitations to enable more accurate tracking and analysis of assignment actions and 
outcomes. 

• Address cultural and organizational barriers. Develop a robust communication strategy to 
explain the rationale and benefits of assignment extensions. Engage with key stakeholders, 
including commanders, service members, and families, in the policy design process to ensure 
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buy-in and to address concerns. Provide cost transparency to assignment teams and revise 
promotion requirements to value stability alongside mobility. Coordinate assignment reform 
with revisions to career management and promotion systems to maximize effectiveness and 
minimize unintended consequences. 

• Monitor and support implementation. Establish metrics to evaluate the impact that 
assignment extensions can have on readiness and mission effectiveness. Pair assignment 
extensions with broader retention initiatives, such as quality-of-life improvements and 
enhanced career flexibility, where possible.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

In summer 2023, the U.S. Air Force (USAF) announced a shortfall in fiscal year (FY) military 
personnel appropriation funding, driven by higher-than-projected personnel costs.3 Tighter resources 
led the Air Force Personnel Center (AFPC) to task RAND Project AIR FORCE with exploring 
options for extending assignment durations and methods for evaluating the potential outcomes on 
cost, readiness, and retention. The USAF proved prescient in this exploration. In May 2025, the U.S. 
Department of War (DOW) directed the military service departments to “consider ways to reduce the 
frequency of permanent change of station (PCS) moves while continuing to accomplish the mission,”4 
and it has since stood up a PCS task force to streamline PCS processes, including moving household 
goods within the PCS system.5 

Military service branches use six categories of PCS moves to transfer members between 
assignments.6 Accession, separation, training, and unit moves offer limited opportunities for policy-
driven reductions in frequency because of their essential functions. Alternatively, operational moves 
(within the continental United States [CONUS] or theater) and rotational moves (to or from outside 
CONUS [OCONUS]) account for the largest share of FY PCS budgets and offer opportunities for 
cost-saving policy changes aligned with DOW directives.7 

Operational and rotational moves facilitate career development, particularly for officers and 
noncommissioned officers, enabling progression through leadership roles, professional military 
education, command assignments, deployments, out-of-career-field growth opportunities, and staff 
officer positions supporting senior leaders. The current PCS system also promotes workforce-wide 
integration of knowledge, skills, and abilities and enables rapid global deployment to support national 
interests. However, it is costly, administratively burdensome, and can be operationally inefficient 
because of turnover, in- and out-processing requirements, lost productivity, and disruptions to unit 

 
3 Kelly Atkinson, “Service Members and Their Families Are Paying for the Air Force’s Fiscal Shortfalls,” commentary, RAND 
Corporation, July 31, 2023.  
4 Sean Parnell, “Statement by Chief Pentagon Spokesperson and Senior Advisor, Sean Parnell, on Permanent Change of Station 
Targeted Reductions Review and Personnel Policy Changes,” press release, U.S. Department of Defense (DoD), May 28, 2025. 
DOW is designated DoD under Public Law 81-216, National Security Act Amendments of 1949. 
5 C. Todd Lopez, “PCS Task Force Prioritizes Trust, Timeliness, Accountability,” DoD, June 27, 2025b. 
6 Craig A. Bond, Jennifer Lamping Lewis, Henry A. Leonard, Julia Pollak, Christopher Guo, and Bernard D. Rostker, Tour 
Lengths, Permanent Changes of Station, and Alternatives for Savings and Improved Stability, RAND Corporation, RR-1034-OSD, 
2016.  
7 Jules W. Hurst III, performing the duties of the Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, “Permanent Change 
of Station Targeted Reductions Review and Personnel Policy Changes,” memorandum for the secretaries of the military 
departments, May 22, 2025a. 
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cohesion. Furthermore, frequent moves disrupt family stability,8 spousal employment, access to 
consistent child care and health care, and the ability to build community networks of support.9 

Changing current PCS patterns would be challenging because frequent relocations are widely seen 
as essential for career advancement and professional development. Senior leaders, whose careers and 
views have been shaped by these norms, reinforce expectations and promotion standards based on 
frequent moves.10 Because the PCS system is intrinsically linked to central elements of operations and 
to workforce policies and practices, including readiness, retention, development, and promotion 
requirements, any reduction in the number of PCS moves will necessitate adjustments to these related 
elements. 

The analysis in this report should equip AFPC and the USAF with new insights and tools for 
implementing directed changes to the assignment system and assessing potential outcomes on 
variables of cost, readiness, and retention. Our key research question is this: Reducing PCS rates 
requires longer assignments, so how can the USAF extend assignment durations? 

Methodological Approach to Analyzing the U.S. Air Force 
Assignment System 

We used a mixed-method approach to analyze the USAF assignment system, combining a review 
of DOW and USAF assignment policies, a literature scan, a questionnaire and follow-up discussions 
with 15 RAND researchers, discussions with 16 subject-matter experts (SMEs) and stakeholders, and 
a workshop with 19 key participants from Headquarters Air Force (HAF), AFPC, and career field 
management (CFM) to discuss options for extending assignment durations. We also developed a logic 
model to visualize the extensive and interconnected components of the assignment system and 
examined ongoing efforts to change assignment system processes within the U.S. Marine Corps 
(USMC) and the British Army. These activities informed the development of new mathematical 
models—using Military Personnel Data System (MilPDS) and DOW budget data—to show how 
changes in certain factors, such as assignment length and PCS rates, affect costs and average time on 
station (TOS). The resulting models represent important baseline efforts using available data to 
provide new tools for the USAF to better understand and manage the assignment system’s complexity. 

We also conducted a case study of career development policies and practices for intelligence 
officers (14N) and enlisted (1NX) personnel, informed by six SME discussions and a review of 
intelligence CFM documentation. Additionally, we completed a detailed review of Department of the 
Air Force (DAF) Instruction (DAFI) 36-2110, Total Force Assignments, to assess existing policies and 

 
8 Patricia K. Tong, Leslie Adrienne Payne, Craig A. Bond, Sarah O. Meadows, Jennifer Lamping Lewis, Esther M. Friedman, 
and Ervant J. Maksabedian Hernandez, Enhancing Family Stability During a Permanent Change of Station: A Review of Disruptions 
and Policies, RAND Corporation, RR-2304-OSD, 2018.  
9 David Roza, “Military Spouses Fed Up with PCS Struggles, Survey Says,” Air and Space Forces Magazine, May 22, 2025. 
10 RAND Corporation, “‘Muddling Through’: The Revolutionary Potential of Evolutionary Officer Management Reform,” RB-
A416-2, 2021.  
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practices comprising the assignment system.11 These efforts generated two additional reports, 
complementary to this report.12 

Structure of This Report 
This report proceeds as follows: In Chapter 2, we explain our evaluation of the existing USAF 

assignment system and provide the foundation for the focus areas discussed in the remainder of the 
report. In Chapter 3, we review the assignment system’s impacts on variables of cost, readiness, and 
retention, including our analysis of USAF exit survey data. Chapter 4 presents the models developed 
for this project and several model excursions that we used to assess expected impacts from changes to 
assignment policies and practices. In Chapter 5, we present four categories of action to implement 
targeted PCS reductions, including assessments based on our models and research, as well as 
implementation considerations. Chapter 6 concludes the main body of the report with a discussion of 
the required changes to military culture and policy necessary for implementing targeted PCS 
reductions successfully. 

The report includes seven appendixes containing supplemental information and methodological 
details: Appendix A provides the theoretical foundations and development of our Simple Assignment 
Model (SAM), including an example excursion using the SAM, and Appendixes B and C contain the 
methodology and detailed results for linear probability models and logistic models, respectively. 
Appendix D contains additional details on our analysis of local PCS moves. Appendixes E and F 
contain the methodology and results for the project’s stakeholder workshop and discussions, 
respectively. Appendix G presents insights from the USMC’s and the British Army’s efforts to reform 
their assignment systems in order to equip USAF policymakers tasked with changing the assignment 
system with comparisons to most-like cases. 
  

 
11 Secretary of the Air Force (SecAF), Total Force Assignments, DAFI 36-2110, August 9, 2024, incorporating change 1, 
September 17, 2025. 
12 Kelly Atkinson, Lisa M. Harrington, Kelly Piazza, R. Gordon Rinderknecht, and Elizabeth M. Goldsmith, Considering U.S. 
Air Force Culture When Modifying Career Development Pathways for Longer Assignments, RAND Corporation, RR-A3735-2, 
2026; Tahina Montoya, Kelly Atkinson, and Lisa M. Harrington, Modifying Air Force Intelligence Career Development in Response 
to Targeted Permanent Change of Station Reductions, RAND Corporation, RR-A3735-3, 2026. 
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Chapter 2 

Understanding and Framing the U.S. 
Air Force Assignment System 

This chapter establishes the policy and operational context for USAF assignments, shares our 
analysis of the negative impacts of frequent moves, and presents stakeholder perspectives on potential 
reforms. We analyzed historical TOS patterns, synthesize insights from extensive stakeholder 
engagement, and introduce a comprehensive system framework for understanding assignment 
complexity. We conclude the chapter with our analytical approach for exploring policy alternatives to 
lengthen assignment durations. 

The U.S. Air Force Assignment System 
Foundational Policies 

The National Defense Authorization Act authorizes FY appropriations for DOW and provides 
authority for funding personnel actions and military personnel policy.13 DoD Instruction (DoDI) 
1315.18, Procedures for Military Personnel Assignments, established policy and procedures for service 
member assignments.14 The instruction places special emphasis on limiting PCS moves where 
applicable to increase service member stability and reduce PCS costs, stating that “PCS reassignment 
of a Service member is authorized only for national security or for ensuring equitable treatment of 
Service members.”15 Unless otherwise required by statute or a policy, PCS moves in CONUS are not 
required solely because of the passage of a stipulated time period.16 

DAFI 36-2110, Total Force Assignments, contains the guidance and procedures for DAF 
assignments. The DAFI outlines TOS requirements to “enhance operational readiness by stabilizing 
members at their current location, to reduce PCS costs, and to improve quality of life of members and 
their dependents by reducing personal and family turbulence.”17 

DOW’s Joint Travel Regulations determines time limits for travel orders, directing that 
temporary duty (TDY) at one location generally may not exceed 180 consecutive days and TDY for 

 
13 Public Law 118-159, Servicemember Quality of Life Improvement and National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 
2025, December 23, 2024. 
14 Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, Procedures for Military Personnel Assignments, DoDI 1315.18, 
October 28, 2015, incorporating change 4, effective May 23, 2025. 
15 Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, 2025, Enclosure 3, paragraph 1a. 
16 Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, 2025, Enclosure 3, paragraph 1h. 
17 SecAF, 2025, paragraph 6.5. 



 5 

training must not exceed 140 or more days. Duties exceeding these time limits require PCS 
assignments.18 

Our analysis of these DOW and DAF policies guided our exploration of potential policy changes, 
although we did not limit our consideration to changes that could be implemented within existing 
policy frameworks. We also examined options that would require significant policy modifications at 
various organizational levels. 

Historical Time-on-Station Patterns 
Before beginning to explore options for lengthening assignment durations, we undertook a 

comprehensive exploration of historical data to better understand the actual lengths of assignments 
and variations across officer and enlisted populations, career fields, and grades. This analysis was 
essential for establishing baseline conditions and identifying patterns that could inform policy 
alternatives.  

Two significant factors emerged from this historical data analysis:  

• First, despite policies mandating specific TOS requirements, the actual average TOS falls 
shorter than required in policy in select grades and Air Force specialty code (AFSC) groups. 
For example, despite a DOW-level policy stipulating that the minimum TOS for CONUS is 
three years, the average TOS for officers at all grades (Figure 2.1) and all AFSCs is less than 
three years (Figure 2.2). This finding for officers suggests that assignment practices vary 
considerably from formal policy guidance.  

• Second, officer and enlisted TOS varies substantially and across career fields and grades 
(Figures 2.1 through 2.4), suggesting that different populations might require different policy 
interventions to lengthen assignment durations.  

 
18 Per Diem, Travel, and Transportation Allowance Committee, DoD, Joint Travel Regulations (JTR): Uniformed Service 
Members and DoD Civilian Employees, January 2022, Table 1-6.  
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Figure 2.1. Average Time on Station, by Grade: Officers, Fiscal Years 2002–2025 

 

SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of MilPDS data. 
NOTE: TOS is provided in years. Average OCONUS TOS is not shown for lieutenants (the LT column) because the 
sample was so small. Grade reflects status at assignment completion. Personnel at AFPC noted that this analysis used 
data from 2002 through 2025, during which time the USAF assignment process and resulting TOS policies changed; 
they noted that the fact that TOS earlier in the analytical date range was shorter than the TOS followed today could 
affect averages. 

Figure 2.2. Average Time on Station, by Air Force Specialty Code Group: Officers, Fiscal Years 
2002–2025 

 

SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of MilPDS data. 
NOTE: TOS is provided in years. Personnel at AFPC noted that this analysis used data from 2002 through 2025, during 
which time the USAF assignment process and resulting TOS policies changed; they noted that the fact that TOS earlier 
in the analytical date range was shorter than the TOS followed today could affect averages. 
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Figure 2.3. Average Time on Station, by Grade: Enlisted, Fiscal Years 2002–2025 

 

SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of MilPDS data. 
NOTE: AB = airman, basic; Amn = airman; A1C = airman first class; SrA = senior airman. TOS is provided in years. Grade 
reflects status at assignment completion. Personnel at AFPC noted that this analysis used data from 2002 through 
2025, during which time the USAF assignment process and resulting TOS policies changed; they noted that the fact 
that TOS earlier in the analytical date range was shorter than the TOS followed today could affect averages. 

Figure 2.4. Average Time on Station, by Air Force Specialty Code Group: Enlisted, Fiscal Years 
2002–2025 

 

SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of MilPDS data. 
NOTE: TOS is provided in years. Personnel at AFPC noted that this analysis used data from 2002 through 2025, during 
which time the USAF assignment process and resulting TOS policies changed; they noted that the fact that TOS earlier 
in the analytical date range was shorter than the TOS followed today could affect averages. The truncated labels are 
“Cyberwarfare & communications,” “Command & control systems operations,” and “Professional, acquisition, & special 
investigations.” 
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Past practices as depicted in historical assignment data helped shape our exploration of 
alternatives for lengthening assignments by providing realistic baselines for policy modeling and 
highlighting that such alternatives for some career fields or populations might be more or less feasible 
or impactful. 

Negative Impacts of Permanent Change of Station Moves 
In our research, we found broad confirmation that the thousands of moves executed each year are 

costly and disruptive—both to the USAF as an institution and to individual service members and 
their families.19 Budgetary data show that two kinds of moves in particular—rotational and 
operational—account for the largest share of PCS costs.20 Survey data generally indicate that the 
instability caused by PCS moves has a negative impact on service member retention intentions.21 For 
example, PCS moves disrupt continued access to child care and health care services for military 
families, factors that contribute to a decline in spousal support for sustained military service.22 

Authors of previous RAND reports have described PCS moves as having a “substantial negative 
impact on spousal earnings that can last beyond the year of the move,” including especially strong 
effects for parents with children under the age of six.23 Military spouses also face PCS-related 
employment barriers, such as the delay of credential acquisition after a move across state lines, the loss 
of time consumed by work searches, and reduced opportunities for education.24 Results from the 2024 
active duty spouse survey were so dire as to spur DOW to review PCS-related issues,25 which 

 
19 To assess the impact of DOW’s current assignment system on such outcomes as cost, readiness, and retention, we conducted a 
review of prior research from a variety of sources, including the Defense Technical Information Center; search engines, such as 
Google Scholar and Primo; and a library of relevant work produced by RAND researchers. Searches included such terms as 
assignment duration, permanent change of station, cost, retention, readiness, and family stability. We identified and reviewed just over 
40 articles and studies for information relevant to this work. Because previous work on these matters does not focus exclusively 
on the USAF, we considered a variety of sources that included some assessing the entire DOW and individual services. 
Literature addressing the impacts of assignment processes generally uses several types of data sources: survey datasets, budgetary 
information, and interviews. 
20 In FY 2023, operational ($389 million) and rotational ($512 million) moves accounted for more than two-thirds of the 
USAF’s $1.3 billion in PCS costs. See DAF, Fiscal Year (FY) 2025 Budget Estimates: Military Personnel Appropriation, March 
2024, p. 139. 
21 Tong et al., 2018. 
22 National Military Family Association, “DoD’s 2024 Active Duty Spouse Survey Results Are In: What We Know So Far,” 
May 2025. 
23 RAND Corporation, “The Effects of Military Change-of-Station Moves on Spousal Earnings,” RB-9920-OSD, 2016, p. 1. 
Effects are negative for men and women spouses, with researchers finding earning losses for husbands (–$3,200) and wives  
(–$2,100) after a service member spouse’s PCS move; in percentage terms, wives experience a steeper earning drop (–14 percent) 
than husbands do (–12 percent), and earnings for parents of children under six decline even more (–19 percent). See RAND 
Corporation, 2016, p. 1. 
24 Committee on the Well-Being of Military Families; Board on Children, Youth, and Families; Division of Behavioral and 
Social Sciences and Education; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, Strengthening the Military Family 
Readiness System for a Changing American Society, ed. by Kenneth W. Kizer and Suzanne Le Menestrel, 2019; Tong et al., 2018; 
Thomas E. Trail, Miriam Matthews, Samantha E. DiNicola, Jenna W. Kramer, Coreen Farris, and Isabelle González, Evaluation 
Design for Department of Air Force Military and Family Readiness Programs: Considerations for Air Force Families Forever, 
Relocation Assistance Program, and Employment Assistance, RAND Corporation, RR-A1753-2, 2024. 
25 C. Todd Lopez, “Military Spouse Survey Spurs DoD Review of Moving-Related Issues,” DoD, May 20, 2025a. 
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contributed to DOW tasking to military service departments to implement targeted PCS 
reductions.26 

The documented negative impacts of frequent PCS moves provided strong motivation for our 
exploration of potential policy options to extend assignment durations and reduce the frequency of 
disruptive relocations for service members and their families. 

Stakeholder Perspectives on Assignment Reform 
Insights from a Stakeholder Workshop 

Considering the challenges associated with the existing assignment system, as well as DOW’s 
tasking for the USAF to implement targeted PCS reductions, we conducted a stakeholder workshop 
to better understand the current assignment system and explore policy options for extending 
assignment durations. The workshop brought together stakeholders representing HAF, AFPC, and 
career field managers to develop and evaluate policy options to extend USAF assignment durations for 
active duty officers (O-5 and below) and enlisted members (E-8 and below) and to discuss priorities 
and trade-offs across the stated goals of minimizing cost, maximizing readiness, and optimizing 
retention. The findings from the workshop were crucial for understanding the perspectives of those on 
the ground making assignments and what it might take for policy changes to be successful. Key 
insights from the workshop are as follows: 

• Stakeholders have divergent priorities. Workshop participants had differing views on 
whether cost, readiness, or retention should be the top priority when considering assignment 
duration policy changes. This divergence complicates consensus and policy development. 

• There is no one-size-fits-all solution. Participants agreed that a universal policy to extend 
assignment durations is impractical. Assignment policies should be tailored to specific 
locations, career fields, and individual development needs. 

• Having data drive decisionmaking is important. Participants emphasized the need for 
rigorous quantitative analysis—including exit surveys and economic data—to inform policy 
changes and understand the real impacts on cost, readiness, and retention. 

• Cultural and procedural shifts are needed. Extending assignment durations will require 
broader cultural changes within the USAF, including shifting expectations about career 
development, valuing stability, and possibly rethinking education and training delivery. 

• There are challenges in implementation and feasibility. Significant barriers exist to 
implementing policy options, including resistance to change, the need for stakeholder buy-in, 
and the complexity of aligning them with existing policies and statutory requirements. 

• There is a disconnect between stated and revealed priorities. Although readiness was most 
often cited as the top priority in preworkshop exercises, cost savings dominated the rationale 
for policy preferences in postworkshop evaluations, suggesting that priorities can shift when 
evaluating specific policy options. 

 
26 Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, 2025. 
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The Broader Whole-of-the–Air Force Perspective 
As revealed in our research and workshop findings, the USAF assignment system is complex and 

directly affects other critical aspects of workforce management and mission readiness. We also 
identified a key tension between implementing targeted PCS reductions for cost-saving purposes and 
prioritizing personnel assignment preferences and career trajectory aspirations. This is a tenuous 
balance that AFPC must maintain through every assignment action and prompts a question more to 
do with the judgments of senior service leaders than with perfecting an optimization problem: “Which 
is more important to the USAF: cost reductions or service member preferences?” Complicating any 
answer to this question is the fact that the long-term effects that either priority can have on readiness 
and retention are largely unknown. 

We developed a logic model to depict the complexity of the assignment system and the ultimate 
outcomes and impacts of the system. A logic model is a visual representation outlining how a program 
is intended to work, showing what a program needs to function, what it does, and how its activities 
lead to specific outcomes. 

The logic model in Figure 2.5 serves not only as a catalog of key components in the USAF 
assignment system but also as a framework for understanding the dynamic relationships that drive 
outcomes.27 The model illustrates how strategic and operational guidance, resource allocation, and an 
understanding of service member preferences collectively shape the activities involved in making and 
executing assignment decisions. These inputs are interdependent; for example, changes in strategic 
guidance (such as priorities for cost savings or retention) directly influence how assignment teams 
interpret member preferences or determine necessary levels of investment in modernizing information 
systems. 

 
27 To identify key components of the assignment system, we leveraged our research team’s subject-matter expertise in USAF 
personnel policy, assignment policy, and workforce development processes. The components we depict might not be all-
inclusive—others might identify different components of interest. Ultimately, the logic model offers a tool for visualizing the 
various elements of a complex system, to aid policymakers in conceptualizing system components and implementing targeted 
changes. 
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Figure 2.5. Logic Model for the U.S. Air Force Assignment System 
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The activities enabled by these inputs—such as assignment matching, communication of PCS 
decisions, and mechanisms for gathering feedback—are similarly interconnected. Effective 
communication and feedback loops can highlight where the assignment process is or is not meeting 
individual or organizational needs, enabling the calibration of both inputs (such as revising guidance or 
reallocating resources) and activities themselves (such as adjusting assignment policies). 

The outputs—assignment matches, moves, filled billets, updated records, and satisfaction 
metrics—represent both the tangible and intangible products of the system. The quality and efficiency 
of these outputs are contingent on how well activities align with inputs, and these outputs are leading 
indicators for the broader system outcomes, including member development, organizational stability, 
and the well-being of families. 

Crucially, the model demonstrates that changes in any single element (such as a new policy 
directive, resource constraint, or shift in member preferences) can generate ripple effects throughout 
the system, sometimes in ways that are unintended. By mapping these relationships, the logic model 
underscores the need for holistic, data-informed decisionmaking that considers not just the immediate 
effects of policy changes (e.g., reduced PCS costs) but also second- and third-order impacts on 
readiness, retention, and family support. This system perspective supports decisionmakers in 
anticipating potential trade-offs and designing reforms that balance competing priorities within the 
assignment system’s inherent complexity. And it was this system perspective that we considered in 
developing potential policy actions.  

The Development of an Analytical Framework 
We approached the military assignment system as a self-reinforcing, path-dependent institution in 

which, “once processes are set into motion and begin tracking a particular outcome, these processes 
tend to stay in motion and continue to track this outcome.”28 The assignment system reinforces itself 
through established processes and practices that shape personnel career development and 
advancement, while those personnel subsequently reinforce the system that developed them. 

This constructivist perspective recognizes that, although the USAF assignment system was 
created at a specific point in time and has evolved through repeated, path-dependent processes, it can 
change and transform.29 However, such change requires extensive time, effort, and institutional 
commitment to overcome established patterns and cultural expectations. 

Understanding the assignment system as path-dependent has direct implications for how the 
service approaches policy reform. Path-dependent institutions resist change through multiple 
reinforcing mechanisms, but they also contain potential intervention points at which strategic action 
can redirect institutional momentum. Our analytical framework therefore focuses on four categories of 
action specifically designed to address different aspects of institutional path dependence: 

• Broad policy extensions are actions that target the formal rules and procedures that structure 
the system, recognizing that changing foundational policies can create new institutional 
pathways. 

 
28 James Mahoney, “Path Dependence in Historical Sociology,” Theory and Society, Vol. 29, No. 4, August 2000, p. 511. 
29 Alexander Wendt, “Constructing International Politics,” International Security, Vol. 20, No. 1, Summer 1995. 
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• Refinement of existing assignment policies works within current institutional frameworks to 
gradually shift practices. 

• Targeted assignment policy differentiation actions are taken in recognition that path 
dependence operates differently across organizational subunits and career fields, creating 
opportunities to pilot changes in areas with less institutional resistance or stronger incentives 
for change. 

• Stability-focused policies directly challenge the cultural assumption that frequent movement 
equals career development; they do this by creating alternative pathways to career success 
while ensuring that unit effectiveness and readiness are maintained. 

With this framework, we acknowledge that overcoming path dependence requires simultaneous 
action across multiple intervention points. Single-point interventions are likely to be absorbed or 
neutralized by the system’s self-reinforcing characteristics, while coordinated, multipoint interventions 
can create sufficient institutional pressure to redirect the system toward new equilibriums that favor 
assignment stability over mobility. 

These four categories of action provide the foundation for our investigations described in Chapter 
3 and analytical excursions described in Chapter 4 and serve as the organizing framework for our 
recommendations in Chapter 5, in which we assess how different combinations of interventions can 
most effectively overcome the institutional momentum toward frequent assignments.  
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Chapter 3 

The Air Force Assignment System and 
Impacts on Cost, Readiness, and 
Retention 

The USAF rotates service members through different assignments in order to maintain unit 
readiness, build a knowledgeable and flexible bench of service members able to operate in a variety of 
contexts, and develop leaders to take on increasing responsibility throughout their careers. This 
system imposes significant demands—financial, operational, and personnel-related—affecting 
budgeted costs, sustained readiness, and personnel retention. In this chapter, we consider cost, 
readiness, and retention as key outcomes of interest associated with the USAF assignment system. 

Scoping the Cost of Permanent Change of Station Moves 
The level of funding that DOW requires to complete service member moves each year is 

substantial. According to the Office of the Under Secretary of Defense (Comptroller), PCS actual 
costs across the department were $4.5 billion in FY 2023, split between the six types of PCS moves.30  

USAF spending accounts for a significant portion of these PCS costs.31 In FY 2023, USAF actual 
PCS move costs for service members were $1.3 billion, split between the six types of PCS moves, and 
estimates for FY 2024 and FY 2025 stand at $1.6 billion and $1.5 billion, respectively. The different 
types of USAF PCS moves executed each year have varying levels of cost, with operational and 
rotational moves consistently accounting for the majority of overall expenses. Table 3.1 illustrates the 
cost differences between the six PCS move types, based on FY 2023 actual costs. 

 
30 Office of the Under Secretary of Defense (Comptroller), Military Personnel Programs (M-1): Department of Defense Budget 
Fiscal Year 2025, March 2024a. 
31 Of note is that PCS moves comprise only a small fraction of USAF personnel spending. USAF data indicate that, in FY 2021, 
PCS costs for officer and enlisted personnel made up just 3 percent of the overall composite pay rate, with the significant bulk of 
personnel funds going toward basic pay, retired pay accrual, and basic allowance for housing, with those three categories 
comprising 79 percent of USAF officer pay rates and 77 percent of USAF enlisted pay rates. See Matthew Walsh, Thomas 
Light, and Raymond E. Conley, Assessing the Implications of Policy Options for the Military Personnel Budget: An Analytic 
Framework for Evaluating Costs and Trade-Offs, RAND Corporation, RR-A1218-1, 2023, p. 8. 
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Table 3.1. Types of U.S. Air Force Active Duty Permanent Change of Station Moves, with Fiscal 
Year 2023 Actual Costs 

Type of PCS Move Number of Personnel Moved 

Cost, in Dollars 

Total Per Move 

Accession 29,129 100,843,000 3,462 
Training 6,154 82,108,000 13,342 
Operational 20,279 389,434,000 19,204 
Rotational 31,439 512,253,000 16,294 
Separation 37,025 207,821,000 5,613 
Unit 1,225 14,359,000 11,722 
Total  125,251 1,306,818,000 10,434 

SOURCE: Features data from DAF, 2024, p. 139. 
NOTE: The “Number of Personnel Moved” for the “Unit” row category represents the number of moves of individual 
service members in a given unit, not the number of entire units moved. That is, 1,225 individuals—not 1,225 units—
moved as a part of full-unit PCS moves in FY 2023. 

 
In FY 2023, for instance, operational ($389 million) and rotational ($512 million) moves 

accounted for more than two-thirds of the USAF’s $1.3 billion in PCS costs. By comparison, training-
related PCS moves totaled $82 million, and unit PCS moves totaled $14 million. Rotational moves 
represented the largest single share of PCS costs for the USAF in FY 2023 at 39 percent, with 
estimated shares of 49 percent for FY 2024 and 44 percent for FY 2025.32  

Notably, there are significant differences in the average costs of PCS move types, meaning that the 
absolute number of any given move type is not proportional to the overall expense percentage of that 
move type for the USAF. Accession moves accounted for 23 percent of all USAF PCS moves in FY 
2023, yet they comprised only 8 percent of the USAF’s total PCS costs. Operational moves, on the 
other hand, made up 16 percent of total USAF PCS moves but 30 percent of USAF PCS costs in FY 
2023.33 The implication is that reductions in operational and rotational moves would have greater 
relative cost savings than reductions in accession and separation moves. 

Nonformalized Cost Categories for Permanent Changes of Station 
PCS moves, particularly those associated with operational and rotational moves, involve multiple 

expenses that are accounted for in official DOW PCS budgets.34 PCS moves also involve additional, 
nonformalized expenses beyond those itemized in DOW budget considerations. To scope the full 
range of PCS-associated costs, we outline these supplementary costs in the box titled “Nonformalized 
Cost Categories for Permanent Changes of Station” and categorize them as productivity costs, spin-up 
costs, the costs associated with PCS support programs, and assignment incentive programs. 

 
32 DAF, 2024, p. 139. 
33 DAF, 2024, p. 139. 
34 These expenses include service member travel, family member travel, pet allowances, the transport of household goods, 
dislocation allowance, non-temporary storage, temporary lodging expenses, use of the Defense Personal Property System, 
privately owned vehicle contracts, and spouse licensure and small-business certification reimbursements. 
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Nonformalized Cost Categories for Permanent Changes of Station 

Pre-PCS Productivity Post-PCS Spin-Up PCS Support Programs 
Incentive Programs and 

Allowances 

• Out-processing 
• House hunting 
• Personnel processing 

code requirements 

• In-processing 
• Mission 

qualification 
training 

• Relocation 
Assistance 
Program 

• School liaisons 
• Child care support 

• Assignment 
incentive pay 

• Clothing 
allowances 

 

 

Pre–Permanent Change of Station Productivity Costs 
A USAF unit incurs productivity costs when a service member must spend time out-processing 

from that unit because of an impending PCS move. These productivity costs include time spent 
conducting informal and formal out-processing tasks, completing requirements tied to personnel 
processing codes, or at times going TDY from the unit to complete required training before or during 
the PCS. A service member may also use time for house hunting, a reimbursable expense through 
which they may spend up to ten days on a round trip between the old and new duty stations “for the 
purpose of seeking permanent residence at [their] new duty location.”35 Reflecting on personal 
experiences with out-processing, RAND SMEs acknowledged these productivity costs: “There are 
transition costs every time you move . . . . It’s not just the monetary cost of physically moving these 
people and their families, but it’s the cost of time wasted,”36 and “A month before a move, someone 
pretty much becomes useless to you.”37 

Post–Permanent Change of Station Spin-Up Costs 
On arrival at a new duty station, a service member must complete in-processing tasks involving 

participating in various orientation briefings, attending medical and housing appointments, and 
obtaining security access to administrative systems and facilities. One RAND expert shared their 
opinion that “onboarding systems are completely broken. Manual, not tailorable. When you look at an 
assignment, for six months, it’s learning the location and everything, you spend 18 to 24 months doing 
the job, and then six [months] on out-processing.”38 

After in-processing, some personnel must complete formal or informal mission qualification 
training on their new job, with one USAF stakeholder assessing that it takes a service member 
approximately one year to become effective in an assignment.39 USAF force support officers have 
assessed that it can take three years to develop an adequate understanding of diverse policy levers in 

 
35 Defense Finance and Accounting Service, DoD, “CONUS to CONUS: Civilian Permanent Change of Station (PCS),” 
webpage, August 5, 2025b.  
36 RAND SME, conversation 2, discussion with the authors, February 20, 2025. 
37 RAND SME, conversation 3, discussion with the authors, February 24, 2025. 
38 RAND SME, conversation 4, discussion with the authors, February 25, 2025. 
39 USAF stakeholder, conversation 6, discussion with the authors, March 21, 2025. 
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order to make improvement or policy change recommendations.40 For pilots, one stakeholder assessed 
that the transition to a new airframe can require six months of training upon arrival at a new duty 
station.41 

Permanent Change of Station Support Programs 
DOW and the USAF fund and staff programs that directly or indirectly support PCS processes, 

including the Military OneSource Relocation Assistance Program.42 On-base military and family 
readiness centers operate a variety of programs to support acclimation to new duty stations, including 
newcomer orientations, school liaison personnel, and up to 20 hours of free child care per child.43 As a 
direct result of service member–led advocacy through the DAF Women’s Initiatives Team,44 DOW 
initiated a three-year pilot program in 2024 to “reimburse service members up to $1,500 for travel-
related expenses incurred for a temporary child care provider following a permanent change of station 
move.”45 

Assignment-Related Incentive Programs and Allowances 
The USAF offers assignment incentive pay in recognition of challenges associated with specific 

assignments, such as tour extensions in hardship locations, intercontinental ballistic missile incentive 
pays, cyber assignment incentive pay, and cold-weather assignment pay.46 USAF personnel may also 
receive supplementary clothing allowances for specific assignments, such as recruiting or serving as a 
basic military training instructor.47 

Permanent Change of Station Moves and Impacts to Readiness 
For decades, the U.S. military has recognized the existence of a trade-off between the cohesion 

that comes from unit consistency over time and the operational flexibility that more individualized 

 
40 USAF stakeholder, conversation 3, discussion with the authors, February 21, 2025. 
41 USAF stakeholder, conversation 5, discussion with the authors, March 11, 2025. 
42 The Military OneSource Relocation Assistance Program “ease[s] the personal and family stressors military families experience 
with a Permanent Change of Station (PCS) by providing assistance, counseling, sponsorship, training, and education throughout 
all phases of the relocation process” (AFPC, “Relocation Assistance,” webpage, undated).  
43 USAF, “Permanent Change of Station (PCS) CONUS: Air National Guard—Retired: Benefit Fact Sheet,” webpage, 
reviewed June 16, 2025. 
44 Kelly Atkinson, “Policy Change Takes Flight: The Department of the Air Force Women’s Initiatives Team,” Æther: A Journal 
of Strategic Airpower and Spacepower, Vol. 3, No. 2, Summer 2024. 
45 C. Todd Lopez, “Pilot Program to Cover Certain Child Care Costs After Permanent Change of Station Move,” DoD, 
September 30, 2024. 
46 DAF, 2024, p. 46; SecAF Public Affairs, “Assignment Incentive Pay to be Authorized for Airmen, Guardians Stationed at 
Extremely Cold Locations,” April 2, 2024a. 
47 Defense Finance and Accounting Service, DoD, “FY2025 Air Force/Space Force Supplementary Clothing Allowances 
Effective October 1, 2024,” webpage, updated April 21, 2025a, Chapters 29, 30, and 58.  
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treatment of service members allows.48 Moving away from an individual readiness focus, evolving 
USAF Force Generation models emphasize cohesion as a key characteristic of unit readiness.49 We 
therefore considered how having frequent PCS moves could reduce unit cohesion and individual task 
proficiency. 

Cohesion 
Team cohesion occurs over time and often through the completion of shared tasks—a process that 

is easily disrupted by the regular replacement of team members. Bruce Tuckman’s forming, storming, 
norming, and performing framework, commonly used in USAF training, positions effective 
performance as the end result of multiple stages of team activity.50 Repeated exchanges and shared 
ownership of tasks drive cohesion and connection between team members,51 and military unit 
cohesion is linked with positive team performance.52 Cohesion in military medical teams is linked to 
improved performance, particularly because the support of a cohesive team facilitates better 
decisionmaking under stress.53 Changes to group composition driven by consistent rotations of 
individuals in and out of a unit creates variation in cohesion.54 Ultimately, although the flexibility of an 
individualized approach to assignment management might offer benefits, the turbulence caused by 
frequent PCS moves is likely to have a negative impact on the cohesion of military units and their 
subsequent degree of readiness. 

Proficiency and Competence 
Personnel rotations in and out of units result in more than just cohesion losses; they also result in 

losses in proficiency and competence. Gallup has estimated that, across the private sector, the amount 
of lost value caused by replacing an employee is 1.5 to 2 times that individual’s salary.55 This cost 
includes the direct loss of an employee with a mature set of skills and knowledge, as well as the decline 
in peer productivity; peers must now rely on a new colleague who is less familiar than their predecessor 

 
48 Michael R. Kearnes, Lessons in Unit Cohesion: from the United States Army’s COHORT (Cohesion, Operational Readiness, and 
Training) Experiment of 1981 to 1995, U.S. Army Combined Arms Center, U.S. Army Command and General Staff College 
Press, November 2022. 
49 SecAF Public Affairs, “USAF Units of Action: Air Task Forces Defined, First Locations Announced,” May 15, 2024b; Greg 
Hadley, “AEW 2.0: Air Force Revises Deployment Model Again,” Air and Space Forces Magazine, January 26, 2026. 
50 Judith Stein, “Using the Stages of Team Development,” Human Resources, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, webpage, 
undated.  
51 Shane R. Thye, Aaron Vincent, Edward J. Lawler, and Jeongkoo Yoon, “Relational Cohesion, Social Commitments, and 
Person-to-Group Ties: Twenty-Five Years of a Theoretical Research Program,” in Shane R. Thye and Edward J. Lawler, eds., 
Advances in Group Processes, Vol. 31, January 2014. 
52 Laurel W. Oliver, Joan Harman, Elizabeth Hoover, Stephanie M. Hayes, and Nancy A. Pandhi, “A Quantitative Integration 
of the Military Cohesion Literature,” Military Psychology, Vol. 11, No. 1, 1999. 
53 Estefania Melo and Rebekah Cole, “Military Health Care Team Cohesion and Performance During Simulation Training,” 
Military Medicine, Vol. 189, No. 7–8, July–August 2024. 
54 Charles Kirke, “Military Cohesion, Culture and Social Psychology,” Defense and Security Analysis, Vol. 26, No. 2, 2010. 
55 Rob Cross, Greg Pryor, and David Sylvester, “How to Succeed Quickly in a New Role,” Harvard Business Review, November–
December 2021. 
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with organizational tasks and procedures.56 Research shows that task-driven learning in the workplace 
is the unambiguous driver of the development of professional competence,57 and employees in small 
and medium-sized enterprises attribute their professional competence primarily to their work 
experience in an organization, with emphasis on the value gained from working alongside team 
members.58 

These findings from the private sector might have special relevance for the USAF because an 
airman can require months of specialized training before even beginning the socialization process with 
their assigned unit or acquiring meaningful in-unit work experience. Given the links among measures 
of proficiency, competence, and in-unit work experience, the regular replacement of service members 
in a unit likely lowers average individual proficiency, with potentially negative effects on overall unit 
readiness. 

The Assignment System and Retention: Analyzing Exit Surveys 
To understand the relationship between the assignment system and retention, we analyzed 2023 

USAF exit survey data.59 These surveys include questions about service members’ experiences with the 
assignment system, career opportunities, deployments, culture, overall satisfaction, and issues specific 
to certain AFSCs. Our analysis focused on survey items related to the factors influencing separation or 
retirement decisions, with particular attention to the effects of the PCS process and job stagnancy. 
Table 3.2 summarizes our analysis. 

 
56 Effective onboarding and employee socialization is one proven mitigation technique to address proficiency loss. See Elin 
Frögéli, Bo Jenner, and Petter Gustavsson, “Effectiveness of Formal Onboarding for Facilitating Organizational Socialization: A 
Systematic Review,” PLoS One, Vol. 18, No. 2, 2023. 
57 Pamela S. Lottero-Perdue and Nancy W. Brickhouse, “Learning on the Job: The Acquisition of Scientific Competence,” 
Science Education, Vol. 86, No. 6, November 2002. 
58 Susanna Paloniemi, “Experience, Competence and Workplace Learning,” Journal of Workplace Learning, Vol. 18, No. 7–8, 
October 1, 2006. 
59 The USAF Survey Office provided exit survey data to RAND for an ongoing research project sponsored by AFPC. The 
overall 2023 exiting population included 31,765 personnel (13,076 airmen, 14,787 noncommissioned officers, 1,355 company 
grade officers, and 2,547 field grade officers). The population who completed the exit survey included 8,504 personnel (1,688 
airmen, 4,621 noncommissioned officers, 589 company grade officers, and 1,606 field grade officers). Within the data, 27 percent 
of separating and retiring USAF members completed the survey. Separations and retirements were identified by comparing the 
September 2023 and 2024 active enlisted and officer master personnel extracts; respondents present in 2023 but not in 2024 
were counted as separated or retired. Our analyses excluded those who separated involuntarily or because of a high year of tenure 
or a mandatory separation date, yielding a final sample of 7,896 respondents. All reported differences between grade categories 
are statistically significant (p < 0.05, two-tailed), based on bivariate logistic regression.  
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Table 3.2. Percentage of Respondents Indicating Influences or Strong Influences to Leave 

Survey Item 
Airmen 

(E-1 to E-4) 

Noncommissioned 
Officers 

(E-5 to E-8) 

Company-
Grade Officers 

(O-1 to O-3) 

Field-Grade 
Officers 

(O-4 to O-5) 

Choice of past job assignments 39 27 38 24 
Choice of future job assignments 52 55 71 69 
Locations of PCS assignments for AFSC 37 34 47 41 
Too many PCS moves 12 18 41 49 
Not enough PCS opportunities 44 23 17 8 
Join spouse considerations 9 7 18 11 
Spouse’s/partner’s job/career desires 23 34 50 49 
Job stagnancy 62 51 47 33 

SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of 2023 USAF exit survey data. 
NOTE: Respondents were asked, “How did each of the following factors influence your decision to separate/retire?” 
They responded with the following response options: “N/A [not applicable]; Did not consider,” “Strong influence to 
stay,” “Influence to stay,” “Neither an influence to stay nor leave,” “Influence to leave,” and “Strong influence to leave.” 
Values in this table reflect the percentage of respondents in each grade category selecting “Influence to leave” or 
“Strong influence to leave.” 

 
The choice of future job assignments was the primary factor influencing respondents to exit in 

most grade categories, except for airmen (E-1 to E-4). Officers were more likely than enlisted 
personnel to cite too many PCS moves and their spouse’s or partner’s career as reasons for leaving. In 
contrast, enlisted respondents—especially airmen—more frequently reported having too few PCS 
opportunities and job stagnancy as influences to exit.  

The 2023 exit survey also asked about the expected or experienced impact of less frequent PCS 
moves.60 Twenty-eight percent of respondents indicated that they anticipated or experienced positive 
impacts on career development, and 38 percent indicated that they anticipated or experienced negative 
impacts on career development. However, the survey did not specify how much less frequent PCS 
moves would become, and it did not capture respondent interpretations of this change.  

Overall, our analysis indicates that there is likely no single policy change that will meet the 
preferences of all service members, given that different population segments vary in their perceptions 
of the assignment system: Officers tend to separate or retire to avoid frequent moves, while junior 
enlisted personnel want to move more often. With this in mind, we recommend that the USAF 
implement targeted PCS reductions with the understanding that any changes may be well received 
by some service members and disliked by others, depending on a variety of factors. 

Not everyone is going to be happy with longer assignments. When implementing future changes, 
executing a strategic communication plan for messaging the changes can ease friction among affected 
populations. Additionally, giving service members a greater voice in their own assignments can 
generate buy-in among affected populations. We recommend that the USAF consistently collect and 
analyze survey data from both separating and retained members to better inform PCS policy 

 
60 Respondents were asked, “Thinking back to your own career, how has a lower PCS frequency impacted or how would a lower 
PCS frequency impact your . . .,” with response options of “career development opportunities,” “spouse’s career opportunities,” 
“spouse/dependent(s) medical care,” and “spouse/dependent(s) educational/extracurricular opportunities.” 
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decisions. Such data could help identify areas requiring improved communication to mitigate potential 
negative effects on career progression and promotion.61 The USAF should consider these 
implementation strategies to mitigate unforeseen retention effects from future changes to PCS rates. 

Considering Trade-Offs Across Cost, Readiness, and Retention 
The number of ways in which the USAF can reduce PCS costs is limited. RAND researchers 

have noted two main ways in which services can reduce PCS costs: efficiency measures during moves 
(i.e., “modes of transportation, shipping, and storage”) and reductions in the number of moves—
especially the number of operational and rotational moves.62 Although reducing the number of PCS 
moves would save money, what remains an open question is whether the readiness effects and 
retention-related incentives required to implement targeted PCS reductions would offset cost savings. 

RAND researchers have found that, although some nonmonetary options, such as an auction 
system for a new role or a permanent change of assignment (PCA) rather than a PCS, could entice 
service members to accept longer assignments in a given location, monetary compensation might be 
required, noting that “a sizeable group of [active duty service members] who would not volunteer 
could be induced to do so with an appropriate financial incentive.”63 In other words, in the absence of a 
mandate, DOW might incur additional cost to enact the measures that would drive reductions in the 
cost of PCS moves. The authors of that earlier report found that, if mandated and not paired with any 
kind of monetary incentives, increased tour lengths could save DOW something in the range of $95 
million annually. However, once an estimate of the incentives required to extend tour lengths is 
factored into the assessment, that figure is reduced to $19 million.64  

Although longer tours may improve unit cohesion and readiness by reducing disruptions, 
researchers have found that, especially for overseas assignments, extending tour length could lead to 
greater turbulence in the lives of service members because of the extended periods of family separation 
and hardship, as well as the possibility of spousal unemployment.65 The duress of family separation is 
why DOW has frequently attempted to make assignments in more challenging locations shorter rather 
than longer.66 

 
61 Additional limitations of our analysis are as follows:  

• Our analysis was limited to those who separated or retired, and their responses might not be representative of all 
USAF service members. 

• There is broad variation across the measures discussed, and further analysis by AFSC might explain some of this 
variation. 

• The USAF does not conduct or collect exit surveys consistently, which can lead to gaps in data and analysis.  
62 Bond et al., 2016, p. 3. 
63 Bond et al., 2016, p. 33. 
64 Bond et al., 2016, p. xvii. 
65 Thomas R. Hunt, An Analysis of Proposed Changes to the U.S. Marine Corps Permanent Change of Station Policy: The Fiscal and 
Readiness Impacts, thesis, Naval Postgraduate School, March 1994. 
66 U.S. General Accounting Office, Military Personnel: Longer Time Between Moves Related to Higher Satisfaction and Retention—
Briefing Report to the Chairman and Ranking Minority Member, Subcommittee on Defense, Committee on Appropriations, U.S. 
Senate, GAO-01-841, August 2001. 
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Ultimately, there is no straightforward solution to achieving cost savings by extending assignment 
durations. Trade-offs among cost, readiness, and retention complicate any changes to assignment 
policy. To equip USAF policymakers with a complete understanding of these trade-offs, we developed 
models to depict how changes in one area of the assignment system can affect various outcomes of 
interest. 
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Chapter 4 

Breaking New Ground: Modeling 
Assignment Durations 

To equip the USAF with insights on expected outcomes from implementing targeted PCS 
reductions, we developed two sets of models to depict and analyze the assignment system. There is 
only minimal prior assignment system modeling available: We searched the literature for information, 
data, and resources on assignment modeling and identified one prior effort to conduct Markov chain 
modeling for USAF officer assignments.67 All other relevant literature consists of reviews and 
recommendations generally addressing the assignment process and the Talent Marketplace interface, 
MyVector. 

Our two sets of models were a Microsoft Excel–based model for officers and enlisted, equipped 
with basic cost analysis capabilities, and linear regression and linear probability models (LPMs) to 
evaluate retention.68 We used MilPDS data to categorize assignment actions within our models, and 
we identified several data limitations that introduced challenges in developing these models. For 
example, we found significant variation in assignment action reasons within these data, and the data 
do not indicate when an assignment is considered a PCA. This variation made it difficult to categorize 
assignment actions precisely. We recommend that the USAF address these data limitations to enable 
future detailed analyses of this content. 

Simple Assignment Model 
We developed the SAM, an Excel-based, steady-state simulation of the USAF assignment 

system.69 It is designed for estimating the effects that certain assignment policy changes can have on 
assignment tempo and PCS costs. The underlying principle of the model is that the tempo of 
assignments is driven mainly by rotation out of overseas or special assignments for which tour lengths 

 
67 This paper “presents a discrete-time Markov chain model of the officer assignment system to examine a subset of the system 
focusing on a single career field (operations research) and uses notional data to estimate time until separation” (Eric J. Visger and 
Han-suk Sohn, “Markov Chain Modeling for US Air Force Officer Assignment,” Journal of Multidisciplinary Engineering Science 
and Technology, Vol. 7, No. 1, January 2020, abstract). The authors used notional data with no inclusion of assignment 
alterations, using a set time frame instead. The paper provides proof of concept for applying a Markov model to assignment 
system modeling. 
68 We also developed an initial Markov model with nodes representing assignment types and edges representing transition 
probabilities for officers and enlisted members. The model incorporates tunnel states for sequential years within assignments and 
state-dependent transitions to maintain appropriate manning levels across job types. Unlike steady-state approaches, the Markov 
model captures dynamic personnel flow over time, enables policy impact analysis by adjusting transition probabilities, and can 
reveal career paths, identify bottlenecks, and forecast assignment imbalances. We encourage continued development of this 
approach for more sophisticated assignment system analysis. A RAND paper on the model is forthcoming.  
69 Appendix A contains additional information on the development of the SAM. 



 24 

are limited by policy or practice. Replacing those who are rotating out of such controlled tour 
assignments largely determines the tempo of movement from uncontrolled tour assignments—those for 
which tour lengths are of indefinite duration. 

In the SAM, the term controlled tour refers to an assignment that is overseas, is for training or 
education purposes, has a minimum or maximum tour length established using assignment availability 
codes, or is for an officer in a squadron commander position. An uncontrolled tour is any other 
assignment—typically, a CONUS tour at or below wing level. 

We constructed different versions of the model for officer (O-SAM) and enlisted (E-SAM) 
assignments. USAF officer and enlisted population sizes vary significantly, and average tour lengths 
for officers and enlisted personnel differ even in similar overseas or special assignments. Additionally, 
the officer assignment system responds to some factors not found in the enlisted system, such as 
rotation into and out of professional military education and commander assignments. Developing 
officer- and enlisted-specific models therefore equips policymakers with tools to optimize the impact 
of policy changes across distinct populations. 

Simple Assignment Model Excursion: Extending Overseas Assignments 
In the current assignment system, rotational moves to and from overseas assignments account for 

a large share of the active duty PCS costs (51 percent of budget for enlisted airmen in 2025 and 37 
percent of budget for officers, but only 29 percent and 25 percent of the planned moves, respectively). 
One option for reducing this cost is to decrease the number of rotational moves by lengthening 
overseas assignments or making small modifications to the overseas assignment process. 

In this analysis, we used the SAM to investigate a few options for broadly extending overseas 
assignments. We also used the SAM to explore increasing the frequency of consecutive overseas tours 
and changing the definition of overseas to exclude tours in Alaska and Hawaii. 

We explored the following six excursions from the current assignment system: 

1. Enforce all three-year tour categories as 36 months, regardless of accompanied status. In the 
enlisted dataset, this results in a reduction in average TOS for this group, from 3.31 years to 
3.00 years, so we rule this out as a broad policy implementation. 

2. Lengthen all but explicitly 12-month short tours to 36 months. 
3. Lengthen all 36-month tours to 48 months. 
4. Lengthen all but explicitly 12-month short tours to 48 months. 
5. Increase the share of overseas tours that lead directly to another overseas tour, from 29.5 

percent to 40 percent for enlisted and from 23.9 percent to 30 percent for officers. 
6. Exclude long tours in Alaska and Hawaii from the definition of OCONUS. This represents 

approximately 11,775 total enlisted and 2,062 total officers.70  

Table 4.1 shows the summarized model results for the baseline (current) system compared with 
results from each excursion. We found, unsurprisingly, that the largest reduction in total PCS costs 

 
70 The reduction in the number of moves was estimated using averages from 2023 and 2024 assignments at all bases in Alaska 
and Hawaii. This excludes a small number of individuals on short 24- or 12-month tours and excludes officer ranks O-6 and 
above (the rest of the O-SAM also excludes ranks O-6 and above). 
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occurs in the widest-reaching excursion, in which all but unaccompanied 12-month OCONUS tours 
are extended to 48 months. This change reduces the number of annual rotational moves from an 
estimated 5,619 for officers and 31,025 for enlisted to 3,776 and 22,269, respectively. This reduction 
in moves yields a 13 percent annual cost reduction, from a total of $1.382 billion to an estimated 
$1.196 billion. This change also yields the most significant increase in system-wide TOS, with officer 
TOS increasing by nearly a quarter-year and enlisted TOS by nearly five months, on average. 

Table 4.1. Policy Change Excursion Results: Outside the Continental United States 

Excursion 

Estimated Annual 
Cost, in Thousands 

of Dollars 

Cost Change from 
Baseline, as a 
Percentage 

Average TOS Before PCS, 
All Assignment Types, in 

Years 

Officer Enlisted 

Baseline 1,382,492 0 2.74 3.40 
1. Enforce 36-month tour duration. 1,417,503 +3 2.76 3.30 
2. Lengthen non-short tours to 36 
months. 

1,348,494 –2 2.82 3.51 

3. Lengthen all 36-month tours to 
48 months. 

1,280,403 –7 2.90 3.60 

4. Lengthen non-short tours to 48 
months. 

1,196,093 –13 2.98 3.81 

5. Increase the share of 
consecutive OCONUS tours that 
lead to another OCONUS tour. 

1,338,433 –3 2.77 3.51 

6. Exclude Alaska and Hawaii 
from OCONUS. 

1,267,789 –8 2.89 3.65 

SOURCES: Estimated annual cost is based on our analysis of average costs for PCS moves as discussed in Chapter 2. 
Average TOS before PCS is based on our analysis of MilPDS data as discussed in Chapters 1 and 2. 

 
Another notable impact on overall tour lengths occurred when we reclassified long tours in Alaska 

and Hawaii as uncontrolled tours. This change provides more flexibility in tour lengths at these bases, 
which, in this case, reduces the number of rotational PCS moves required. These moves likely still 
incur a higher cost per move than typical CONUS moves because of the geographic distances, but the 
reduced pull on the system yields an overall PCS cost reduction of approximately 8 percent.71 The 
other policy changes explored in this analysis yield observable but more moderate effects in terms of 
cost reduction and changing TOS. Lengthening non-short tours to 36 months and increasing the 
share of consecutive OCONUS tours result in the smallest estimated effect of the changes tested. 

 
71 To try to account for this, we manually adjusted the number of rotational and operational moves counted by the model before 
reporting total cost. We added to the total of rotational moves (and subtracted from the total of operational moves) the 
difference in the number of annual 36-month rotational tour completions from the baseline to this excursion. For officers, this 
was 718 moves; for enlisted, this was 3,561. 
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Simple Assignment Model Excursion: Pushing Average Uncontrolled Tour 
Length to Five Years 

We further exercised the SAM to determine the feasibility and impacts of reducing the frequency 
of reassignments from uncontrolled tours. Specifically, the target of the exercise was to attain an 
average of five years on station for reassignments from uncontrolled tours. 

To lengthen uncontrolled tours, two types of actions can be taken: 

• First, rotation from and to some types of controlled tours can be reduced by lengthening the 
tours in those assignments. For overseas assignments, this would require the agreement of the 
Office of the Under Secretary of War for Personnel and Readiness to modify overseas tour 
lengths and policies.72  

• Second, the number of uncontrolled-to-uncontrolled reassignments can be reduced. 
Lengthening such assignments might be inappropriate in some circumstances, such as 
humanitarian reassignments or join spouse requirements. However, although we have not 
tested the proposition, we believe that there are enough discretionary uncontrolled-to-
uncontrolled assignments in current practice to provide some flexibility in reassignment 
frequencies.  

To model these tour length changes, we introduced a scaling factor to use as a multiplier to 
increase the historically observed tour length averages for overseas, minimum/maximum, and 
squadron commander tours.73 For uncontrolled-to-uncontrolled assignments, average tour length was 
set at five years, and the same factor was used as a divisor to reduce the average frequency of 
uncontrolled-to-uncontrolled reassignments. The Excel goal-seek function was used to set the scaling 
factor to obtain a tour length of five years for the subset of assignments from uncontrolled tours that is 
driven by the draw to backfill departures from controlled tours. 

The results are shown in Table 4.2. Default results are based on reassignment and other activity 
observed in FY 2024, modified as necessary to adapt to the steady-state nature of the SAM. Excursion 
results are those obtained in the tour-lengthening exercise described above. 

 
72 Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, 2025. 
73 A minimum/maximum, or min-max, tour is an assignment that has a predetermined minimum or maximum assignment 
length, coded in personnel assignment records. 
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Table 4.2. Model Results: Pushing Average Uncontrolled Tour Length to Five Years 

Variable 
O-SAM E-SAM 

Default Excursion Default Excursion 

Scaling factor — 1.40 — 1.18 
Overseas tour completions     

Average tour length, in years 2.42 3.44 2.54 3.05 
Annual reassignments 2,968 1,980 22,428 18,921 

Min-max tour completionsa     

Average tour length, in years 3.07 3.94 3.93 4.66 
Annual reassignments 929 473 2,939 2,147 

Uncontrolled-to-controlled tour reassignments, rotational backfills 
Average tour length, in years 3.19 5.00 3.92 5.00 
Annual reassignments 2,587 1,513 13,335 10,100 

Uncontrolled-to-uncontrolled tour reassignments     
Average tour length, in years 3.30 5.00 4.04 5.00 
Annual reassignments 3,390 2,429 10,039 8,470 

Total PCS moves 23,163 19,634 102,782 93,679 
Total PCS costs, in thousands of dollars 421,082 325,743 962,647 816,393 
Cost reduction, in thousands of dollars  95,339  146,254 
Cost reduction, as a percentage  22.6  15.2 

NOTE: This table displays averages for individual tour types. Table 4.1 displays weighted average tour lengths for all 
tour types. 
a In O-SAM and for exposition of these data, squadron commander assignments are grouped with min-max tour 
assignments. 

 
The scaling factor for officers (1.40) is larger than the factor required for enlisted assignments 

(1.18). This occurs because the default uncontrolled tour lengths for officers are further from the five-
year target than the comparable default enlisted tour lengths, thus requiring a larger adjustment factor 
to produce the desired outcome. The results also indicate that, although the proportional cost 
reduction for officers (22.6 percent) is larger than the enlisted cost reduction (15.2 percent), the cost 
savings for the enlisted force are greater than the savings for the officer force ($146,254 compared with 
$95,339). 

The model demonstrates that five-year average tour lengths for uncontrolled assignments are 
nominally feasible, given the policy and practical flexibility to increase controlled tour lengths. A 
potential effect, however, might be to frustrate some individuals who would prefer more frequent 
moves for personal, developmental, or professional purposes. 
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Modeling Retention 
To understand the relationship between assignment frequency and retention, we used LPMs to 

evaluate likelihood of separation as it relates to (1) number of moves over the course of an airman’s 
career and (2) a given tour length and its immediate relationship to separating posttour.74 

Retention Model Excursion: Exploring Career Mobility and Stability 
Using LPM regression, our first modeling approach showed that greater career mobility is 

associated with greater retention.75 In our analysis, we consistently found an association between a 
greater frequency of moves and improved retention.76 For officers, each additional move is associated 
with a 10 percentage point decrease in separation likelihood (see Table B.1 in Appendix B). For 
enlisted personnel, each additional move is associated with a 6.7 to 9.0 percentage point decrease in 
annual separation likelihood (see Table B.2). Across model specifications, the estimated effects are 
stable. For officers, the inclusion of location fixed effects (FEs) slightly attenuates the estimated 
relationship; for enlisted personnel, the inclusion of location FEs modestly strengthens it.  

To account for the standard two-year active duty service commitment (ADSC) associated with a 
CONUS-to-CONUS PCS, we extended the analysis to look at the effects on the likelihood of 
separation after a two-year lag, which accounts for the end of the PCS-related ADSC.77 For officers, 
the effect is more pronounced: Each additional move is associated with a 10.1 to 10.4 percentage point 
reduction in the likelihood of separation. For enlisted, each additional move is associated with a 6.7 to 
9.0 percentage point reduction in the likelihood of separation. 

We also found that location desirability has differential impacts for enlisted personnel and 
officers.78 Location quality is strongly correlated with enlisted retention (see Appendix B for detailed 
correlational effects), but it has minimal effects on officer retention decisions. This finding suggests 
that location desirability might not have an impact on retention universally but rather has different 
impacts for different populations. 

Using linear probability modeling, we investigated the more immediate relationship between tour 
length and subsequent separation. This localized analysis allowed us to look at the relationship with 
reduced concerns of survival bias. Survival bias occurs when analyses are restricted to individuals who 
have remained in the sample up to a certain point, potentially leading to an overestimation or 
underestimation of effects if those who leave earlier differ systematically from those who remain. By 

 
74 Appendix B contains additional information on the methodology and results for LPMs. We also used logistic regression 
models in our analysis—Appendix C contains methodological information and results on logistic regression modeling. Because 
the results and policy implications do not qualitatively change between models, we present here only the findings from the LPM. 
75 Our analysis included nearly 160,000 officers and 840,000 enlisted airmen across 7 million observations, representing 
comprehensive coverage of USAF personnel movements during the period from FY 2006 to FY 2023, using MilPDS data 
extracted from longitudinal active duty officer and enlisted master personnel records. 
76 See Tables B.1 and B.2, “Career number of moves” line, specifications 1 and 2. All regression estimates for the LPM are in 
Tables B.1 through B.4 in Appendix B. 
77 See Tables B.1 and B.2, “Career number of moves” line, specifications 3 and 4, in Appendix B. 
78 We determined location desirability based on analysis described in Sarah O. Meadows, Laura L. Miller, Jeremy N. V. Miles, 
Gabriella C. Gonzalez, and Brandon T. Dues, Exploring the Association Between Military Base Neighborhood Characteristics and 
Soldiers’ and Airmen’s Outcomes, RAND Corporation, TR-1234-RC/A/AF, 2013. 
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focusing on outcomes at the end of each tour, rather than over an entire career, we minimized the risk 
that our results would be driven by the characteristics of individuals who have already chosen to stay 
in service for longer periods. Our tour-level analysis revealed that longer assignment durations are 
significantly correlated with higher retention at the end of each tour. For officers, each additional year 
of tour length is associated with a 7.5 to 9.3 percentage point decrease in the probability of separation 
following that tour. For enlisted, each additional year of tour length is associated with a 10.0 to 10.4 
percentage point decrease in the probability of separation following that tour. 

Finding 1: Mobility and Stability Both Contribute to Retention 
Having more career moves (mobility) improves long-term retention, but, in the short term, having 

longer individual tours also reduces the probability of separation at tour completion. This suggests 
that those who are in the military for an extended period might prefer mobility during their careers, 
perhaps because of career development outcomes tied to promotion. However, the tour length analysis 
implies a recency effect, whereby the additional time in their current post is associated with a greater 
probability of staying. Thus, our analysis shows that the factors of mobility over a career and stability 
within assignments both contribute to retention outcomes but that they operate through different 
mechanisms.  

This finding might seem contradictory at first glance, but these results reflect two distinct 
mechanisms: 

• The positive association between career mobility (more moves) and retention likely reflects 
that people who remain in service longer naturally accumulate more assignments and might 
also benefit from the career development opportunities that mobility provides.  

• In contrast, the finding that longer tours are correlated with a lower probability of separation 
at tour completion highlights the short-term benefits of assignment stability, potentially 
because of increased satisfaction or reduced disruption for airmen and their families. 

Therefore, lengthening assignments to reduce PCS frequency might not improve overall retention: 
It could inadvertently reduce the career mobility that is also associated with higher retention. The 
optimal strategy might involve balancing both factors—offering longer, more stable tours to capture 
the immediate retention benefits while providing sufficient opportunities for career mobility and 
development over the long term. Such a strategy might involve assigning fewer but longer tours that 
still provide sufficient career mobility (such as through leveraging PCAs to foster mobility and career 
development without incurring a PCS move) rather than frequent short tours or extended 
assignments that eliminate mobility opportunities. We recommend a nuanced approach to avoid the 
unintended consequence of reducing mobility to the point at which it undermines the positive 
retention effects associated with career progression and could inadvertently increase attrition rates, 
potentially offsetting financial savings through higher recruitment and training expenses. 

Finding 2: Base Location Quality Affects Enlisted Personnel More Than It Affects 
Officers 

Current and prior assignment locations show minimal impact on separation probability following 
a tour for officers, with most specifications showing nonsignificant effects. In contrast, enlisted 
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personnel retention is strongly correlated with prior location quality, suggesting cumulative location 
experiences matter more than individual assignments. 

Assignment incentives, location-based compensation, and desirable assignment retention tools 
might result in greater returns when targeted to enlisted personnel, with particular attention given to 
career-long location patterns rather than individual assignments. Officer retention appears to be 
driven by different factors, requiring strategies focused on career development and professional growth 
opportunities rather than on geographic preferences. 

Finding 3: Affinity for Increased Tour Length Differs Across Career Fields  
We examined retention differences across demographics and AFSCs. Although we found no 

significant differences based on marriage status, sex, or having dependents, airmen in some AFSCs 
show differing affinity for increased tour length. Among officers and enlisted, airmen in medical and 
dental AFSCs (4XXX) have an increased affinity for greater tour length than those in other AFSCs, 
with one additional year associated with a 10 to 12 percent decrease in the likelihood of separation. 
Additionally, enlisted logistics (2XXX) personnel show increased retention from increased tour 
length, while enlisted intelligence (1NX) show weaker associations. From this analysis, we found that 
the greatest retention outcomes from extended tour length might lie in the medical and dental career 
fields, with variation across other AFSCs.  

Conclusion 
Our analysis demonstrates that both career mobility and assignment stability play important, but 

distinct, roles in shaping retention outcomes for USAF personnel. Although longer assignment 
durations are associated with higher retention at the end of each tour—reflecting the immediate 
benefits of stability—our findings also demonstrate that greater career mobility, as measured by the 
number of moves during a career, is linked to improved long-term retention. This duality might 
appear contradictory, but it highlights the need to recognize that retention is influenced by 
mechanisms operating at different time scales: Stability encourages an airman to remain in service 
after the end of their current assignment, while mobility supports ongoing engagement and 
development over the arc of a military career. 

We also assessed that these mechanisms could affect different subsets of the overall population of 
airmen. Service members who are committed to having a 20-year or longer military career might seek 
career advancement opportunities and resulting promotion outcomes through leveraging different 
assignments. This population is unlikely to separate as a result of assignment processes; they are likely 
bought into the expectation of frequent moves. Alternatively, longer assignments might align with the 
preferences of airmen who seek stability in their current assignments and might not necessarily seek 
traditional pathways of career advancement, often associated with frequent moves. 

The empirical evidence therefore challenges any assumption that lengthening assignments to 
reduce PCS frequency will improve retention for all airmen while cutting costs. Although having fewer 
moves can reduce expenses and might enhance family stability while promoting retention for subsets 
of airmen seeking this stability, reducing mobility too much could undermine the positive retention 
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effects associated with career progression, new opportunities, and professional growth that motivate 
other airmen. 

Informed by this analysis, we recommend a nuanced approach to implementing PCS reductions—
one that balances the immediate retention benefits of longer, stable tours with the long-term 
advantages of career mobility. The USAF might be able to increase retention while reducing costs and 
improving family stability through a strategic “fewer but longer tours” approach that leverages the 
complementary retention effects found in our analysis. By reducing total career moves over 20 years 
from between six and eight to between four and five while increasing average tour length from 2.5–3 
years to 3.5–4 years, the USAF can capture the powerful retention benefits of assignment stability (a 
7 to 10 percentage point reduction in separation probability per additional year) while maintaining 
sufficient career mobility for professional development. Implementation could include voluntary 
extended tours with enhanced family support or geographic clustering where possible to provide 
mobility while maintaining family stability.  
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Chapter 5 

Actions to Implement Permanent 
Change of Station Reductions 

Our research on the USAF assignment system concluded by identifying four categories of action, 
illustrated in Figure 5.1, that the USAF can use to reduce PCS frequency and lengthen TOS. These 
mechanisms can be pursued individually or in combination, depending on strategic priorities and 
desired outcomes. Our system analysis, guided by the logic model introduced in Chapter 2, reveals 
that comprehensive changes are necessary to make notable impacts to this expansive system—solitary 
changes will not be enough to produce significant process changes and resulting cost savings. 

Figure 5.1. Categories of Action to Implement Permanent Change of Station Reductions 

 

Broad Policy Changes 
The USAF can implement universal expansion of assignment durations, which could include 

extending assignment lengths for all personnel and positions, focusing on CONUS assignments, or 
lengthening durations for OCONUS assignments. The advantages of this approach are that it  

• simplifies policy implementation and reduces administrative complexity 
• promotes stability and continuity within units, potentially enhancing readiness 
• provides opportunities to reduce PCS costs. 

The challenges of this approach are that it  
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• could decrease morale or retention among personnel who value frequent relocations 
• might not address specific needs of critical specialties or mission requirements. 

Assessment: Summarizing Modeling Excursions and Stakeholder Input 
Our analysis provides strong evidence supporting the strategic action of broadly extending 

assignment durations in the USAF. Using newly developed assignment system models—including the 
SAM and statistical retention models—we found that extending both OCONUS and uncontrolled 
(primarily CONUS) tour lengths can yield significant cost savings. For example, lengthening most 
OCONUS tours to 48 months would result in a 13 percent reduction in annual PCS costs; increasing 
the average uncontrolled tour length to five years could reduce costs by up to 23 percent for officers 
and 15 percent for enlisted members. 

Our retention modeling reveals that both career mobility (multiple assignments over the course of 
a career) and assignment stability (longer durations for individual assignments) are associated with 
improved retention, but these factors operate through different mechanisms and could affect different 
population subsets based on varied preferences. The analysis also reveals that assignment location 
quality is a meaningful factor only for enlisted airmen; officer retention is more strongly linked to 
career development opportunities. Some career fields—notably, medical and dental—benefit even 
more from increased tour lengths. 

Stakeholder input—gathered through workshops and discussions—confirmed diverse priorities 
among decisionmakers and practitioners, particularly a tension between the goals of cost savings, 
retention, and readiness. The evidence suggests that a policy of having fewer but longer tours can 
achieve cost savings and family stability benefits while fostering retention, provided that professional 
development needs and assignment system flexibility are preserved.  

Implementation Considerations 
The USAF could pursue duration standardization, establishing a universal baseline (e.g., four 

years for CONUS assignments, three years for OCONUS assignments) with exceptions made for 
critical missions. This approach would require feasibility analysis to ensure that such extensions are 
appropriate for the relevant positions. The USAF should conduct robust financial analysis, 
quantifying the cost savings from reduced PCS moves and reinvesting those savings into programs 
that support morale (e.g., family support or professional development opportunities), particularly for 
less desirable assignment locations. The USAF should also implement feedback mechanisms as part 
of this category of action, using surveys and focus groups to assess personnel attitudes toward longer 
assignments. 

Refinement of Existing Assignment Policies 
The USAF can incrementally extend assignment durations by reviewing and refining existing 

assignment policies. As a starting point, the USAF should conduct a robust review of DAFI 36-2110 
to identify conflicts, clarify practices, and streamline intended outcomes from the myriad assignment 
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actions contained within the instruction.79 We identified multiple existing policies that could be 
adjusted to provide additional TOS—such as extending all but unaccompanied 12-month OCONUS 
tours to 48 months or reclassifying long tours in Alaska and Hawaii as uncontrolled tours—and the 
USAF can amplify these opportunities for policy change by reviewing situations in which existing 
assignment policies do not encourage stability.80 

Additionally, AFPC could implement a standardization and evaluation (Stan/Eval) function to 
ensure consistent and policy-aligned assignment actions across all officer assignment teams. In 
particular, stakeholder and workshop discussions revealed that officer assignment teams wield 
significant control over implementing policy in potentially inconsistent ways—a Stan/Eval function 
could mitigate this inconsistency. Other options include setting a cap on the number of PCS moves 
that each assignment team can execute within a fiscal year or providing budget constraints to 
assignment teams. 

The advantages of this approach are that it 

• minimizes disruption to current processes by focusing on incremental, targeted changes 
• permits gradual adaptation to longer assignment durations across the force 
• focuses effort on policies with immediate potential to lengthen assignment durations.  

The challenges of this approach include the following: 

• If pursued alone, this category of action might have limited impact on broader readiness or 
retention objectives. 

• This approach requires careful coordination to avoid unintended consequences (e.g., 
bottlenecks in career progression). 

Assessment: Analyzing Differences Between Expected and Observed Tour 
Lengths 

To assess the category of action of refining existing assignment policies, we evaluated the extent to 
which the USAF follows its existing assignment policies for TOS. We investigated differences 
between expected and observed lengths of controlled tours to understand how often airmen are 
completing PCS moves to end a tour sooner than planned—referred to as early departures.81 

We found that OCONUS tours tend to align closely with planned durations, particularly for the 
enlisted population. On average, OCONUS enlisted tours last 0.03 years (about 11 days) longer than 
expected, and OCONUS officer tours end 0.14 years (about 51 days) earlier than expected. Overall, 
the USAF currently follows existing OCONUS tour length policies. This suggests that extending 

 
79 SecAF, 2025. 
80 For an evaluation of how to clarify DAFI 36-2110 for the purpose of increasing stability, see Atkinson et al., 2026. 
81 The validity of this analysis is heavily dependent on the quality of data used and the reporting mechanisms for expected tour 
length. We estimated expected tour lengths using the date eligible for return from overseas (DEROS) for OCONUS tours, the 
assignment availability date for minimum or maximum tours controlled by an assignment availability code, and two years for 
squadron command tours. We excluded ranks O-6 and above for this analysis because there is a specialized assignment process 
for higher ranks. 
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OCONUS tour lengths is likely to produce intended cost-saving changes if patterns of completing 
planned durations stay consistent. 

For CONUS assignments, we hypothesized that the type of tour an individual was going to next 
might create a “pull” for an earlier-than-planned PCS. We compared departures for controlled tours 
with those for uncontrolled tours and found a small but statistically significant difference for both 
officers and enlisted personnel, though at different magnitudes. On average, for officers on controlled 
tours, a PCS to an uncontrolled tour occurs 0.05 years (about 18 days) early, but it occurs 0.13 years 
(about 47 days) early when going to another controlled tour.82 For enlisted, the pull to controlled 
versus uncontrolled tours is on average very similar, with the average departure to an uncontrolled 
tour occurring 0.03 years earlier than expected, and the average departure to a controlled tour 
occurring 0.05 years earlier than expected.83 

We observed a more consistent pattern of early departures for officers in the tour types they were 
leaving. Departures from command tours average later than expected (0.61 years, or a little more 
than seven months, after), while departures from min-max tours average nearly half a year earlier 
than expected (0.43 years, or a little more than five months).84 Students tend to depart earlier than 
expected (0.42 years), which might reflect operational utilization once the student has completed 
school and no longer needs to stay at their school assignment. Min-max tours end on average 0.11 
years earlier than expected, particularly if the individual is going to another min-max tour type (0.29 
years early). 

Overall, we found that the USAF does not follow its existing CONUS tour length policies. 
There are potential savings to be gained by a more disciplined approach to following CONUS 
controlled tour lengths, in which the USAF reduces instances of early departures from CONUS 
controlled tours unless mission requirements necessitate early departures. If the USAF wants to 
increase assignment durations in CONUS controlled tours, the USAF will need to take action to 
ensure adherence to these extended tour lengths. Otherwise, its efforts might yield smaller-than-
anticipated results if patterns of early departures stay consistent, particularly for departures from min-
max tours and pulls to the training pipeline.  

Implementation Considerations 
The USAF should strive to adhere to current TOS policies and avoid moving personnel early; 

these incremental moves can amount to large cumulative costs. The USAF should conduct 
comprehensive policy audits, reviewing existing policies to identify areas in which extensions are 
feasible without negatively affecting personnel or mission requirements. For example, the USAF 
might set longer tour length minimums for service members with foreign-born spouses who are 

 
82 Pull to pipeline has the earliest departures but a very small sample (0.82 years, n = 12), followed by pulls to command tours 
(0.22 years early). There is notable within-group variation in these patterns based on the type of tour being departed. 
83 Like they do in the officer population, pulls to the training pipeline have a small sample but earliest departure magnitude (1.49 
years, n = 7). Also like in the officer population, we observed more consistent patterns in early departures based on the type of 
tour being departed (push rather than pull). 
84 A command tour is a two-year controlled tour for a squadron commander assignment.  
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assigned overseas in their spouse’s home country.85 Next, the USAF can make incremental 
adjustments, implementing changes in small increments (e.g., extending TOS for first-term airmen 
base-of-preference assignments from 12 to 18 months initially, then to 24 months, or eliminating the 
PCS voluntary stabilized base assignment program and limiting this to in-place stabilization only). 
Finally, the USAF should monitor effects, tracking retention, readiness, and morale metrics to 
evaluate the effectiveness of adjustments. 

Targeted Policy Differentiation 
The USAF can customize assignment durations based on specific factors, such as AFSC, unit 

type, career stage, or dependent status. 
Advantages of this approach are that it 

• enables mission-specific flexibility, addressing unique readiness requirements for critical 
specialties 

• aligns with individual preferences, potentially improving retention 
• reduces disruption for personnel in highly specialized roles or units requiring continuity. 

Potential challenges for this approach are that it 

• introduces increased policy complexity that might require additional administrative oversight 
• introduces risk that personnel will perceive inequities. 

Assessment: Findings from Stakeholder Workshop, Exit Survey Analysis, 
and Historical Move Pattern Analysis 

Workshop participants frequently alluded to the importance of refraining from a one-size-fits-all 
approach to extending assignment durations and instead favored tailored approaches accounting for 
the unique needs of career fields (e.g., skills, requirements), inequities across bases (with particular 
reference to so-called undesirable locations), and required development opportunities.86 SMEs 
similarly expressed support for targeted policy differentiation, with one individual claiming that 
assignment impacts are “career-field specific. At some bases, you could have a fulfilling career without 
moving. Some need to be mobile to show growth. I don’t think it’s one size fits all. Bases are not the 
same.”87 

 
85 DoDI 1315.18 states, 

If the dependents and Service member will reside in the same country, then he or she will serve a minimum 
tour of 24 months. Based on the critical and urgent requirements of the Military Service, the Secretary of the 
Military Department concerned may direct that the Service member serve a tour greater than 24 months. 
(Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, 2025, Enclosure 5, paragraph 7b) 

The approval level for increasing tour lengths for service members with foreign-born spouses is SecAF. The USAF can consider 
longer tour length minimums (i.e., of at least 36 months) and a delegation of approval authority to the owning combatant 
command or major command rather than SecAF. 
86 RAND workshop, Operation Station Stability, June 4, 2025. 
87 USAF stakeholder, conversation 4, discussion with the authors, March 10, 2025. 
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Our analysis of USAF exit surveys revealed differences within existing populations of service 
members—officers tend to desire less frequent assignments to maximize stability for themselves and 
their families, while junior enlisted tend to prefer more frequent moves to avoid job stagnation. 
Additionally, stakeholders indicated that frequent PCS moves interrupt sustained child care services, 
which has led to the emergence of such nonprofit groups as the Operation Child Care Project that 
seek to support military families with child care challenges.88 Stakeholder discussions also indicate that 
service members might elect stability over a PCS move to avoid the family disruptions associated with 
traditional career development trajectories. The USAF could consider differentiating PCS paces to 
account for these varied preferences within the population of movers (e.g., officer versus enlisted, 
service members with versus without dependents). 

We also investigated historical move patterns and found that the USAF can vary assignment 
practices across career fields, leveraging longer assignment durations at locations that offer enough 
development opportunities to avoid stagnation while saving PCS costs. Analysis of local moves across 
AFSC categories—in which we evaluated officer and enlisted moves between locations within a 50-
mile radius—revealed that frequent moves within certain specific locations enable the development of 
functional career ecosystems.89 In these ecosystems, officers and enlisted personnel progress through 
increasingly senior positions within their specialties, with specialization occurring through 
fundamentally different models for each population. We define these locations as geographic clusters. 

In this analysis, geographic clusters are characterized primarily by the physical concentration of 
installations and personnel within a specific region, whereas competency development clusters are 
defined by the functional or mission focus of the assignments located there. Some locations appear 
prominently in both categories because they are significant both geographically and functionally. In 
such cases, the classification reflects the primary characteristic being analyzed in that portion of the 
discussion.  

Officer local moves demonstrate clear functional specialization within geographic clusters, creating 
centers of excellence for specific career fields: 

• Wright-Patterson Air Force Base (AFB) serves as the USAF’s technical and acquisition career 
development center, with concentrated progression for 62E developmental engineers 
(averaging 137 local moves annually) and 63A acquisition managers (57 moves). This 
concentrated system allows an officer to advance from program engineer to division chief or 
program director while remaining geographically stable. 

• Hurlburt Field functions as a mission-focused hub for special operations and cyber careers, 
with notable local move activity for 11S special operations pilots (70 moves) and 12S combat 
systems officers (53 moves). This hub arrangement supports specialized development within 
these fields. 

• The Pentagon acts as a multicareer staff development center, averaging 203 annual local moves 
in diverse fields—11M mobility pilots, 63A acquisition, 38F force support, 14N intelligence, 

 
88 Operation Child Care Project, homepage, undated.  
89 Local moves are defined as assignment changes indicated by tour codes for low- or no-cost moves, reassignments within 50 
miles of the current duty location, or position changes at the same installation involving command-level changes. Data for this 
analysis were extracted from longitudinal active duty officer and enlisted master personnel records from FYs 2006 through 2023; 
see Appendix D for further details on methodology and analysis. 
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and 17D cyberspace operations—which reflects its central role in career advancement for 
strategic, policy, and support career fields. 

• Training pipelines show functional clustering:  

- 11K pilot training officers concentrated at Laughlin AFB (16 moves), Vance AFB 
(14), and Columbus AFB (14) 

- specialization in medical education with 46N nurses (44 moves) and 44M medical 
officers (17 moves) at Fort Sam Houston. 

 
Local moves among enlisted personnel show a different pattern from those among officers. For 

enlisted members, opportunities for career advancement are spread across many units and 
organizations, especially in support roles that are needed everywhere. This means that enlisted 
personnel can progress in their careers by moving locally within these widely needed functions rather 
than needing to be at specific locations:  

• Support function dominance among enlisted AFSCs is clear, with average annual local moves 
as follows:  

- 3P0X1 security forces with 449 moves (base protection and law enforcement) 
- 3F5X1 administration with 430 moves (office management and administrative 

support) 
- 4N0X1 medical with 418 moves (health care technicians) 
- 3F0X1 personnel with 380 moves (human resource management). 

• Operational and technical specialties also show significant local move activity: 

- 1A3X1 airborne mission systems at 258 moves annually 
- 1A8X1 airborne cryptologic linguist at 249 moves annually 
- 2S0X1 material management at 208 moves annually 
- 3D0X2 cyber transport systems at 198 moves annually. 

These geographic clusters suggest several approaches to reducing the number of PCSs by using 
career opportunities at particular locations, concentrating development at specific locations:  

• Expand enlisted career progression opportunities at certain installations. There is 
potential for expanding enlisted career progression opportunities at major technical 
installations. Developing additional assignment diversity at installations without local move 
opportunities—such as Tinker AFB, Offutt AFB, and operational wings—could improve 
retention while reducing PCS costs. 

• Maintain geographic career transparency. Given the concentration of officer development 
opportunities, the USAF should clearly communicate requirements for advancement in 
different career fields that are tied to completing development milestones in specific locations. 
This transparency would enable better career planning and informed decisionmaking about 
geographic constraints. 

The USAF can optimize force management efficiencies using the following strategies: 
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• population-specific strategies 

- Develop differentiated personnel policies recognizing distinct geographic career 
development needs.  

- Officer policies should focus on managing geographic concentration while maintaining 
advancement opportunities.  

- Enlisted policies should emphasize expanding local career progression opportunities at 
operational installations. 

• cost optimization 

- Target the expansion of local moves at installations demonstrating the ability to 
support career progression without requiring a PCS move. 

• regional career development 

- Consider better leveraging existing opportunities for enlisted local career development 
within geographic clusters by considering progression options at major operational 
wings and technical installations, particularly for high-demand technical specialties. 

Implementation Considerations 
The USAF should implement data-driven differentiation, using personnel and readiness data to 

identify specialties or units that would benefit most from longer assignments (e.g., high-demand 
AFSCs, deployable units). Offering incentives for targeted groups (e.g., promotion opportunities, 
assignment preference flexibility) might entice personnel to accept longer assignments, particularly in 
undesirable base locations. Finally, the USAF should pursue transparency and execute a strategic 
communication plan, clearly identifying why certain groups are prioritized within assignment 
processes so it can mitigate perceptions of favoritism. 

Stability-Focused Policies 
In addition to leveraging available geographic clusters to optimize force management efficiencies 

for career development among certain populations, segmented along rank or career field lines, the 
USAF can focus on retaining personnel at their current locations when organizational needs and 
individual preferences align. 

Advantages of this approach are that it 

• reduces PCS disruptions, enhancing stability for personnel and their families 
• builds long-term unit cohesion, potentially improving mission effectiveness 
• could improve morale and retention for personnel prioritizing stability. 

Challenges of this approach are that it 

• might limit career progression opportunities for personnel seeking diverse experiences 
• would require effective matching of organizational needs with individual preferences. 
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Assessment: Leveraging Local Moves to Enhance Stability 
To evaluate possibilities of enhancing stability for USAF personnel, we return to our analysis of 

local move data to identify potential geographic areas that the USAF can intentionally leverage to 
enhance stability. In addition to showing the potential for stability, the analysis revealed disparities in 
local move utilization between officer and enlisted populations. Officers maintain a local move rate of 
12.7 percent, compared with 5.6 percent for enlisted personnel—a 2.3-to-1 ratio that indicates 
fundamentally different career development paradigms and different assignment system objectives and 
practices. 

Officer local move characteristics include higher frequency of intrageographic career progression; 
concentration in policy, acquisition, and senior leadership development locations; geographic 
requirements for advancement in specific career fields; and clustering around headquarters and 
strategic decisionmaking centers (Table 5.1). 
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Table 5.1. Primary Geographic Clusters for Officer Local Moves 

Geographic 
Cluster Location 

Local 
Moves 

Percentage of 
Officer Local Moves Key Installations Career Significance 

Washington, D.C., 
core 

11,023 23.3 • Pentagon (5,764) 
• JB Andrews (1,560) 
• Washington, D.C. (1,139) 
• Falls Church (791) 
• JB Anacostia-Bolling 

(790) 
• Fort McNair (657) 
• Arlington (322) 

• Policy development 
• Senior leadership 
• Joint operations 

San Antonio 
metro area 

5,886 12.4 • JBSA-Lackland (2,434) 
• JBSA–Fort Sam 

Houston (1,415) 
• JBSA-Randolph (1,288) 
• JBSA-Lackland Kelly 

(395) 
• Brooks City Base (123) 
• JBSA–Camp Bullis (74) 
• San Antonio (157) 

• Training command 
• Medical education 
• Personnel management 

Wright-Patterson 
AFB 

3,796 8.0 • Wright-Patterson AFB 
(3,761) 

• AFIT (35) 

• Acquisition 
• Engineering 
• Research and 

development 
Colorado Springs 3,086 6.5 • Peterson Space Force 

Base (1,373) 
• USAF Academy (882) 
• Schriever Space Force 

Base (597) 
• Colorado Springs (141) 
• Cheyenne Mountain 

Space Force Station 
(93) 

• Space operations 
• Officer education 

Northern Virginia 
and adjacent 
areas 

1,874 4.0 • Chantilly (586) 
• Fort Belvoir (455) 
• Quantico (155) 
• Fort George G. Meade 

(552) 
• Bethesda (126) 

• Intelligence 
• Acquisition 
• Medical 

Scott AFB 1,057 2.2  • Mobility 
JB Langley-Eustis 917 1.9  • Air combat 
Offutt AFB 412 0.9  • Strategic forces 
SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of MilPDS data. 
NOTE: AFIT = Air Force Institute of Technology; JB = joint base; JBSA = JB San Antonio. Officer local moves represent 
12.7 percent of total officer assignments (372,027 total moves between FY 2006 and FY 2023). 

 
Enlisted local move characteristics include lower frequency but higher absolute volume than 

officer local moves; concentration at operational wings and technical training installations; distribution 
across diverse operational specialties; and focus on technical competency development rather than 
geographic experience requirements (Table 5.2). 
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Table 5.2. Primary Geographic Clusters for Enlisted Local Moves 

Geographic 
Cluster Location 

Local 
Moves 

Percentage of 
Enlisted Local 

Moves Key Installations Career Significance 
San Antonio 
metro area 

15,279 20.0 • JBSA-Lackland (7,643) 
• JBSA-Randolph (3,458) 
• Fort Sam Houston 

(3,291) 
• JBSA–Camp Bullis 

(545) 
• San Antonio (342) 

• Basic training 
• Technical training 
• Medical specialties 

National Capital 
Region 

6,139 8.1 • JB Andrews (2,049) 
• Pentagon (1,550) 
• JB Anacostia-Bolling 

(1,857) 
• Washington, D.C. (375) 
• Arlington (186) 
• Anacostia (122) 

• Presidential airlift 
• Headquarters support 

Florida panhandle 5,983 7.8 • Hurlburt Field (4,251) 
• Eglin AFB (1,478) 
• Duke Field (254) 

• Special operations 
• Test operations 

Offutt AFB 3,567 4.7 — • Strategic operations 
maintenance 

Tinker AFB 3,157 4.1 — • Aircraft depot 
maintenance 

JB Langley-Eustis 2,503 3.3 — • Combat aircraft 
maintenance 

Scott AFB 2,410 3.2 — • Mobility aircraft 
maintenance 

SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of MilPDS data. 
NOTE: Enlisted local moves represent 5.6 percent of total enlisted assignments (1,366,264 total moves between FY 
2006 and FY 2023). 

 
Overall, this analysis reveals that officers and enlisted populations are already completing local 

moves, though at different rates. The USAF can optimize these existing dynamics to prioritize local 
moves in locations where they are already occurring, not only to save PCS budget costs but also to 
increase opportunities for stability across the workforce. 

Implementation Considerations 
This category of action can be implemented through eliminating the DOW policy in which the 

longest TOS drives an assignment action (i.e., enlisted assignment processes reassign personnel based 
on their TOS), with the airmen holding the longest TOS moving first. Instead, the USAF can use an 
enhanced matching system, which might require advanced tools to match personnel preferences with 
mission needs (e.g., leveraging artificial intelligence). The USAF should update career development 
pathways, establishing or enhancing processes (e.g., for development teams and assignment teams) to 
identify and monitor development opportunities. Finally, the USAF can offer retention incentives 
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(e.g., pay, advanced training, retraining) for personnel who voluntarily remain at their current 
locations. 
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Chapter 6 

Recommended Strategies and 
Considerations 

Although the categories of action discussed in Chapter 5 provide distinct approaches to extending 
assignment durations, leveraging these categories of action together will produce the most effective and 
resource-efficient results. Because the USAF assignment system is massive in scope and reach, making 
an incremental change in one area will not yield significant cost savings—small changes will simply be 
absorbed by the system’s inertia. Instead, senior leaders must leverage the critical juncture offered by 
DOW tasking to reform the assignment system holistically. Toward this end, in this chapter, we 
recommend strategies and considerations for the USAF to implement targeted PCS reductions. 

Crosscutting Strategies to Implement PCS Reductions 
Although each category of action provides a distinct approach, we recommend several overarching 

strategies to enhance implementation across all categories: 

• Stakeholder engagement. Involve commanders, personnel, and families in policy design to 
ensure buy-in and address concerns. 

• Readiness metrics. Establish metrics to evaluate the impact that assignment extensions could 
have on readiness and mission effectiveness. 

• Retention strategies. Where possible, pair assignment extensions with broader retention 
initiatives (e.g., improvements in quality of life, career flexibility). 

• Communication plan. Develop a robust communication strategy to explain the rationale and 
benefits of assignment extensions to personnel. 

In support of these recommendations, discussions with SMEs highlighted the importance of 
considering the assignment system as part of a broader network of interconnected USAF systems, 
such as systems associated with career management and promotion. Stakeholders acknowledged that 
modifying the assignment system without simultaneously changing expectations, requirements, 
norms, and practices associated with career management and promotion would limit its potential 
impact. The development and execution of these recommended categories of action to implement 
targeted PCS reductions will need to be paired with revisions to the interrelated career management 
and promotion systems.90 

 
90 For detailed analysis of the intersection of assignments, career development, and promotion, see Atkinson et al., 2026. 
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Considerations for Cost, Readiness, and Retention 
From a cost perspective, incremental and isolated changes will not yield substantial savings. 

Instead, our modeling excursions indicate that the USAF must implement comprehensive, far-
reaching changes in order to yield significant cost savings. We assessed that, in addition to 
implementing the policy options evaluated in Chapter 4, the USAF can make the following cost-
related changes: 

• Integrate AFPC assignment teams into cost consideration calculations by assigning budget 
caps to each team’s FY move actions, to align executors of the assignment system with USAF 
FY budget constraints. 

• Redesign education and training requirements by enabling remote completion of in-residence 
education requirements or shortening training courses to within TDY duration limits, to 
reduce frequent education-related PCS moves. 

• Automate manual assignment processes where possible, to reallocate manpower resources 
toward other assignment-related tasks (i.e., aligning PCS moves with stability outcomes). 

In terms of readiness, our research indicates that having fewer PCS moves can improve continuity 
and decrease the losses in productivity embedded within the PCS cycle. Enhanced continuity among 
colleagues in a unit can improve team cohesion, which aligns with the USAF’s evolving force 
presentation models. Establishing metrics to monitor outcomes from longer assignments can reinforce 
the benefits that could emerge from having longer assignment durations as well. 

Finally, to bolster positive retention outcomes from transforming the assignment system, the 
USAF can execute a robust communication plan enhanced by routine survey analyses of current and 
separating service members. Dedicating expected cost savings from targeted PCS reductions toward 
enhancing quality of life for service members and their families can create a virtuous cycle of retention 
effects from longer assignments. Integrating service member preferences and voices within the 
assignment system, such as establishing more transparent communication channels with assignment 
teams or career field managers or providing real-time feedback mechanisms for service members 
regarding assignment outcomes, will help create a more dynamic and responsive system overall. 
Having longer assignments should also mitigate challenges with spousal employment, child care and 
health care access, and community connections. 

To achieve these potential positive outcomes, the USAF must address two major impediments to 
changing the assignment system: culture and policy. The remainder of this chapter addresses these 
elements and provides examples of how to make adjustments in these areas. 

Strategies for Changing Air Force Culture 
Through current assignment processes, the USAF maintains a culture of freely moving personnel 

without significant regard for cost or assignment duration. USAF culture must evolve to meet DOW 
tasking to reduce PCS moves and promote stability, readiness, and retention. This shift is essential for 
embedding longer assignment durations into the operational norm. 

Challenges to this shift include resistance to change from personnel accustomed to frequent 
relocations, the perception of reduced career flexibility and diversity of experiences, and the need for 
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policymakers and assignment personnel to adopt a cost-conscious and stability-focused mindset. 
These challenges are significant, but they can be overcome if addressed with strategic intent and 
sufficient resources. 

To implement these required cultural changes, we recommend the following: 

• Leadership advocacy. Senior leaders must champion the importance of assignment stability 
and its benefits for readiness, cost savings, and personnel well-being. 

• Training and education. AFPC must provide targeted training for personnel involved in 
assignment policy and decisionmaking to emphasize the strategic value of longer durations and 
cost-conscious movement; this includes training recruiters to present a vision of longer 
assignment durations to future service members. 

• Cost transparency. Senior leaders should dedicate serious consideration to the financial 
implications of frequent relocations and how assignment stability can reinvest savings into 
other priorities (e.g., quality-of-life initiatives). 

• Cultural messaging. All levels of USAF leadership should incorporate messaging into USAF 
communications that emphasizes stability as a core value, alongside readiness and mission 
effectiveness. 

Strategies for Changing Air Force Assignment Guidance 
In this section, we review existing DOW and USAF guidance to determine authorization levels 

and processes for making assignment duration changes. This list is not comprehensive but rather 
offers options that the USAF can pursue when executing the categories of action we recommend for 
reducing PCS moves and lengthening TOS. 

Extending Continental U.S. Assignment Length Beyond 48 Months Time 
on Station 

DoDI 1315.18 states, 

TOS requirements are established to enhance operational readiness by stabilizing 
members in CONUS units, reduce PCS costs, and improve quality of life by reducing 
personal and family turbulence. When all other factors are equal, TOS will be a 
primary consideration in selecting Service members for reassignment.91 

The instruction further stipulates that “the minimum TOS requirement for all assignments within or 
from the CONUS is 36 months.”92 

If the USAF were to pursue changing CONUS assignment length, the service would not need to 
seek a change to the instruction; 36 months is already stipulated as the minimum length. As stated in 
DAFI 36-2110, USAF policy for a CONUS-to-CONUS PCS is 48 months TOS (with some 

 
91 Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, 2025, Enclosure 3, paragraph 3. 
92 Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, 2025, Enclosure 3, paragraph 3a. 



 47 

variations).93 Any proposed minimum increases above 48 months require SecAF- or HAF-level 
approval. 

Extending Tour Lengths Outside the Continental United States 
OCONUS PCS moves are considerably more costly than CONUS moves. Per DoDI 1315.18, 

overseas tour lengths are 36 months accompanied and 24 months unaccompanied; many locations 
have specific tour length requirements.94 We recommend that, to continue momentum from the July 
2025 DOW changes that extended tour lengths in Korea, there be a review of all overseas tour lengths 
for consideration for longer durations.95 

Approval Procedures for Changing Tour Lengths Outside the Continental United 
States 

To meet the intent of the DOW tasking to implement targeted PCS reductions, the USAF could 
request a change in Office of the Secretary of War–level approval processes for adjusting overseas tour 
lengths. For example, DoDI 1315.18 requires a lengthy and comprehensive submission for any 
request to alter tour length, and any request to establish or change tour length is required to address 
the full range of facilities both on and off the military installation.96 Although we recommend 
maintaining this rigorous review of installation support capabilities, in locations where the USAF is 
extending existing overseas tour lengths and support infrastructure is already present, we recommend 
a blanket waiver for routine administrative requirements. This procedural change will accelerate 
processing of overseas tour length extension requests, bringing them in line with the timelines required 
by DOW tasking to implement targeted PCS reductions. 

Status of Forces Agreement Considerations for Extending Tour Lengths Outside 
the Continental United States 

A status of forces agreement (SOFA) is an agreement between the United States and a foreign 
nation that establishes the framework for U.S. military personnel to operate in that country, with 
specific regard to laws, jurisdictions, and force size restrictions.97 SOFAs are often stated broadly as a 

 
93 SecAF, 2025. 
94 Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, 2025. 
95 Jules W. Hurst III, performing the duties of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Manpower and Reserve Affairs, “Change to 
Republic of Korea Overseas Tour Lengths for Military Personnel,” memorandum for the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
July 25, 2025b. 
96 According to requirements outlined in DoDI 1315.18, 

[t]he tour length data sheet does not constitute a formal request for establishment of new or changes to 
current overseas tour lengths. It is intended to provide background data to support the Military Department’s 
request and to ensure that the minimum required factors are considered. The Military Departments and 
appropriate commanders must evaluate each item listed in detail and are encouraged to include additional 
comments and factors that bear on the request. (Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, 
2025, Enclosure 8, paragraph 1) 

97 The United States maintains approximately 100 SOFAs, and more than half of those are under North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) SOFAs. For more information, see R. Chuck Mason, Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA): What Is It, and 
How Has It Been Utilized? Congressional Research Service, RL34531, June 18, 2009. 
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limiting factor in overseas assignment extensions. We conducted a review of unclassified SOFAs and 
did not identify any limitations to military personnel force size or restrictions from serving in 
consecutive overseas tours.98 We recommend that the USAF coordinate SOFA changes with the U.S. 
Department of State, appropriate U.S. embassies, and NATO as applicable. 

Review of Assignment Incentive Pay Utilization 
As the USAF implements changes to assignment lengths, whether CONUS or OCONUS, senior 

leaders should also consider appropriate use of assignment incentive pay programs.99 The USAF 
already uses the Overseas Tour Extension Incentive Program, which authorizes nonchargeable leave 
or up to a $2,000 lump-sum payment. We recommend a comprehensive review of incentive pay 
programs to determine whether the funds are achieving the desired effects or they should be modified 
as an incentive for staying longer in particular locations. 

Conclusion 
Changing the assignment system is a significant undertaking, but it is not impossible. Our research 

indicates several opportunities to implement targeted PCS reductions, including broad policy 
extensions and targeted differentiation across key populations. AFPC and other senior leaders 
implementing changes to assignment durations will certainly confront cultural resistance and deeply 
entrenched policies and practices, but a strategic communication plan to accompany intentional policy 
change can overcome these obstacles. Creating a transparent system in which individuals have agency 
in their career paths can also facilitate smooth adoption of new policies and practices. 

The USAF is directed to implement targeted PCS reductions as a result of DOW tasking and as a 
response to fiscal constraints—changing the assignment system is a matter of how, not when. This 
context offers a novel opportunity for the USAF to redefine a central mechanism of the service 
branch, one that has an impact on nearly every aspect of military life. Transforming the assignment 
system also introduces possibilities to prioritize service member stability in certain contexts, which 
could lead to expected positive outcomes for cost, readiness, and retention.  

 
98 DAFI 36-2110 states that SOFAs seldom cover dependents once the military member departs the country or if the family 
arrives in country in advance of the military member, although the USAF can establish processes to mitigate potential challenges 
from these restrictions (SecAF, 2025, paragraph A3.7). 
99 The DoD Financial Management Regulation (DoD FMR 7000.14-R) and the Defense Finance and Accounting Service pay 
and entitlement tables list several units, operations, and commands that are authorized to receive assignment incentive pay. Per 
DoD FMR 7000.14-R, 

[t]he DoD may give AIP [assignment incentive pay] to eligible Active/Regular and Reserve Component 
(RC) Service members IAW [in accordance with] 37 U.S.C. § 352, the DoD Instruction (DoDI) 1340.26, 
“Assignment and Special Duty Pays,” and regulations published by the Secretary of the Military Department 
concerned. The ability of the Secretary of the Military Department concerned to enter into a new agreement 
with a Service member for AIP is subject to the extension of such authority under 37 U.S.C. § 352. (Office of 
the Under Secretary of Defense [Comptroller], Department of Defense Financial Management Regulation: Vol. 
7A, Military Pay Policy—Active Duty and Reserve Pay, DoD 7000.14-R, April 2024b, Chapter 15, paragraph 
2.1) 
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Appendix A 

Simple Assignment Model: Theoretical 
Foundations and Development 

To model assignment durations for the USAF, we developed a SAM. The SAM aggregates 
assignments into groups that have similar characteristics. Controlled tour groups consist of overseas 
tours with the same or similar tour lengths, CONUS assignments associated with assignment 
availability codes specifying minimum or maximum tour lengths, or training assignments of various 
types. The uncontrolled tour category includes all assignments with no tour length constraints.  

The theoretical foundation of the SAM is Little’s theorem, a queuing theory construct.100 Little’s 
theorem is expressed in the formula 

𝐿 = λ W 

where  

• L	is the average number of items in a queue (i.e., the length of a queue or, in the SAM context, 
the average number of people in a group of like assignments) 

• λ	is the average arrival rate at a queue per unit of time (in the SAM context, the number of 
reassignments per year into or out of a group of like assignments) 

• W is the average wait time in the system (in the SAM context, the average tour length in a 
group of like assignments).  

For example, if there are 3,000 positions (the L variable) in an overseas tour group in which the 
average tour length is three years (the W variable), an average of 1,000 reassignments per year (the λ 
variable) will be needed to keep the 3,000 positions filled. 

The primary user inputs in the model are the number of individuals in each controlled tour 
category and the average length of those tours.101 As indicated above, these are the L and W of Little’s 
theorem from which the SAM computes the λ—the average number of annual gains and losses in the 
category. For each controlled tour category, the SAM distributes gains and losses across the various 
other controlled tour categories using historically derived patterns, with a residual amount—required 
draw from uncontrolled tours—becoming the	λ	for the uncontrolled tour category. 

 
100 John D. C. Little, “A Proof for the Queuing Formula: L = λW,” Operations Research, Vol. 9, No. 3, May–June 1961. 
101 See discussion under “Model Features and Configuration” for the input preparation configuration of the model. Tour length 
averages were compiled from reassignments, separations, and promotions to O-6 occurring in calendar year 2024. 
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Model Features and Configuration 
The SAM’s steady-state implementation is a key feature.102 Steady-state inventory models maintain 

a constant inventory and constancy in other variables over an indefinite period, in contrast with 
dynamic models, which project varying inventories over multiple time periods. We assessed that 
steady-state models tend to be simpler and more analytically tractable than dynamic models. They are 
most useful for longer-term planning, in which understanding average performance over time is more 
important than capturing short-term fluctuations in inventory size or other variables. 

The SAM applies a steady-state queuing formulation to represent the USAF assignment system 
at equilibrium—when average inflows and outflows of personnel are balanced. This approach 
highlights enduring relationships among force size, tour length, and assignment tempo, allowing 
transparent comparisons of long-run cost effects. The simplification means that the SAM does not 
trace short-term transitions, such as accession surges, organizational realignments, or policy start-up 
effects. Dynamic or discrete-event simulations could capture those changes, but they would require a 
detailed data and modeling effort inconsistent with this project’s scope and analytic aims. SAM results 
should therefore be interpreted as illustrating average, long-term outcomes and directional sensitivities 
rather than precise year-to-year forecasts. 

The steady-state condition in the SAM is maintained by setting average annual gains 
(reassignments) into an assignment category equal to average annual losses (reassignments plus 
separations and promotions) out of the category.103 The sum of these gains or losses within an 
assignment category is the λ	value in Little’s theorem. If average annual gains and losses are assumed to 
be steady and equal to each other, the average number of individuals in each assignment category (the 
L in Little’s theorem) must also remain steady. If λ	and	L are in a steady state for each assignment 
category, by Little’s theorem, the average tour length for each category (the W in Little’s theorem, 
expressed in fractional years) must also be in a steady state. 

The model is provided in two configurations:  

• In an input preparation configuration, values for user input fields in the model are derived via 
Excel formulas linked to appropriate assignment-related data.104  

• In a model application configuration, the derived values are converted to default values that 
the user can change to simulate policy options. To allow efficient testing of multiple policy 
alternatives, the model application configuration also includes a script feature to restore the 
default values in user-changeable fields.  

Most features of the model can be discerned by examining the Excel formulas in either of the two 
configurations. One feature, however, is not self-explanatory. An availability correction is included in 
the computation of the L value for uncontrolled tours. This factor accounts for unobserved issues 
affecting the number of individuals on uncontrolled tours available to satisfy the draw to controlled 
tours. Its value is set such that the computed tour length (the W variable) for uncontrolled tours 

 
102 A steady-state condition is an underlying assumption in Little’s theorem.  
103 The officer model spans grades O-1 to O-5. Accordingly, promotions to grade O-6 are also treated as an assignment loss.  
104 Most values were determined by comparing snapshots of the BAE (active officer) and AAE (active enlisted) files within 
MilPDS data at the ends of FYs 2023 and 2024. 
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equals the average tour length for uncontrolled tours found in the data. The value is negative in both 
the officer and enlisted models, indicating that the models slightly overestimate the available 
inventories in uncontrolled tours.105 

Using the Simple Assignment Model for Policy Analysis 
The most straightforward policy analysis supported by the models consists of varying the 

inventory counts or the average tour lengths in one or more controlled tour categories. Effects can also 
be simulated by varying the number of reassignments from one controlled tour category to another, 
thereby increasing or decreasing the draw from uncontrolled tours. Although neither grade nor 
occupation is represented in the model, an occupation-specific model, particularly for a larger 
occupational aggregation, would appear feasible. A grade-specific version, however, would likely be too 
complex to be efficiently implemented in the SAM. 

To demonstrate how we used the SAM to run model excursions in support of our policy analysis, 
we show an implementation example using the O-SAM in Figures A.1 through A.4. The excursion 
shown in this example is to extend planned 36-month overseas tours to 48-month tours. 

 
105 The availability corrections amount to 4.1 percent of the total officer strength and 6.7 percent of the total enlisted strength. 
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Figure A.1. Simple Assignment Model Excursion Example: Extending Overseas Tours from 36 to 
48 Months—Total Officers; Accessions, Separations, and Promotions; and Training Pipeline 

 

SOURCE: Reproduced from the authors’ SAM. 
NOTE: Blue indicates input from the personnel dataset; green indicates output calculated from the steady-state 
equations. In the “Move Type” column, A = accession, R = rotational, S = separation, and T = training. Minor differences 
in totals reflect rounding in the underlying data. 

Key for Colors 
Inputs
Outputs

L      = λ W L      = λ W

Actions Sources & Sinks Move 
Type

Counts Actions 
per Year

Tour 
Duration 
in Years

Other 
Para- 

meters
Counts Actions 

per Year

Tour 
Duration 
in Years

Other 
Para- 

meters

Total Officers (Grade 01-05) 57,031 57,031

Accessions, Separations, and Promotions

Data Accessions A 4,744 4,341 4,744 4,341
smoothing Separations S 4,133 3.62 4,536 4,133 3.62 4,536

Promotions to O-6 611 611

Accessions To training pipeline 3,678 77.5% 3,678 77.5%
To overseas 316 6.7% 316 6.7%
To min/max tours 10 0.2% 10 0.2%
To uncontrolled tours 740 15.6% 740 15.6%
Total 4,744 100.0% 4,744 100.0%

Separations From training pipeline 41 0.99% 41 0.99%
From student 119 2.89% 119 2.89%
From overseas 428 10.36% 428 10.36%
From min/max/sq cc tours 565 13.67% 565 13.67%
From uncontrolled tours 2,979 72.1% 2,979 72.1%
Total 4,133 100.0% 4,133 100.0%

Promotions From student 83 13.6% 83 13.6%
to O-6 From overseas 89 14.6% 89 14.6%

From min/max/sq cc tours 118 19.3% 118 19.3%
From uncontrolled tours 321 52.5% 321 52.5%
Total 611 100.0% 611 100.0%

Training Pipeline (Grades 01 and 02)
gains Accessions 4,957 3,678 1.35 4,957 3,678 1.35

losses Separations 41 1.1% 41 1.1%
To overseas R 571 15.5% 571 15.5%
To student T 270 7.3% 270 7.3%
To min/max tours T 33 0.9% 33 0.9%
To uncontrolled tours no PCS 636 17.3% 636 17.3%
To uncontrolled tours with PCS T 2,128 57.9% 2,128 57.9%
Total 3,678 100.0% 3,678 100.0%
Total PCS 3,002 1.03 3,002 1.03

Key relationships in the model are derived from Little's Theorem.
Baseline Values Excursion Values
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Figure A.2. Simple Assignment Model Excursion Example: Extending Overseas Tours from 36 
to 48 Months—Controlled Tours, Overseas and Students 

 

SOURCE: Reproduced from the authors’ SAM. 
NOTE: Orange in a data cell (rather than in the header “Excursion Values”) indicates a change made in the inputs. Blue 
indicates input from the personnel dataset; green indicates output calculated from the steady-state equations. In the 
“Move Type” column, R = rotational and T = training. Minor differences in totals reflect rounding in the underlying data. 

L      = λ W L      = λ W

Actions Sources & Sinks Move 
Type

Counts Actions 
per Year

Tour 
Duration 
in Years

Other 
Para- 

meters
Counts Actions 

per Year

Tour 
Duration 
in Years

Other 
Para- 

meters
Controlled Tours

Overseas
completions 12 months 404 375 1.08 404 375 1.08

24/12 mos 735 478 1.54 735 478 1.54
36 months 7,394 2,574 2.87 7,394 1,849 4.00
Other 125 58 2.16 125 58 2.16
Total 8,658 3,485 2.48 8,658 2,759 3.14

losses Separations 428 12.3% 428 15.5%
Promotion to O-6 89 2.6% 89 3.2%
To overseas R 834 23.9% 660 23.9%
To student R 300 8.6% 238 8.6%
To min/max tours R 286 8.2% 226 8.2%
To uncontrolled tours R 1,548 44.4% 1,118 40.5%
Total 3,485 100.0% 2,759 100.0%
Total PCS 2,968 2.42 2,242 2.42

gains From pipeline 571 571
From overseas 834 660
From student 314 314
From min/max/sq cc 175 175
From uncontrolled 1,592 1,039
total 3,485 2,759

Students
completions DE 774 645 1.20 774 645 1.20

AFIT 877 428 2.05 877 428 2.05
Other 1,864 787 2.37 1,864 787 2.37
Total 3,515 1,860 1.89 3,515 1,860 1.89

losses Separations 119 6.4% 119 6.4%
Promotion to O-6 83 4.5% 83 4.5%
To overseas R 314 16.9% 314 16.9%
To student T 156 8.4% 156 8.4%
To min/max /sq cc (no PCS) 46 2.5% 46 2.5%
To min/max /sq cc (PCS) T 202 10.9% 202 10.9%
To uncontrolled tours (no PCS) 252 13.5% 252 13.5%
To uncontrolled tours (PCS) T 687 37.0% 687 37.0%
Total 1,860 100.0% 1,860 100.0%
Total PCS 1,360 1.88 1,360 1.88

gains From accessions 316 316
From pipeline 270 270
From overseas 300 238
From student 156 156
From min/max/sq cc (no PCS) 15 15
From min/max/sq cc (PCS) 205 205
From uncontrolled (no PCS) 204 204
From uncontrolled (PCS) 394 457
total 1,860 1,860

Baseline Values Excursion Values
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Figure A.3. Simple Assignment Model Excursion Example: Extending Overseas Tours from 36 
to 48 Months—Controlled Tours, Minimum, Maximum, and Squadron Commander 

 

SOURCE: Reproduced from the authors’ SAM. 
NOTE: Blue indicates input from the personnel dataset; green indicates output calculated from the steady-state 
equations. In the “Move Type” column, O = operational, R = rotational, and T = training. Minor differences in totals 
reflect rounding in the underlying data. 

L      = λ W L      = λ W

Actions Sources & Sinks Move 
Type

Counts Actions 
per Year

Tour 
Duration 
in Years

Other 
Para- 

meters
Counts Actions 

per Year

Tour 
Duration 
in Years

Other 
Para- 

meters
Controlled Tours

Min/Max/Sq CC 
completions Min 4 yrs 118 42 2.83 118 42 2.83

Min 3 yrs 84 27 3.13 84 27 3.13
Joint 1,285 492 2.61 1,285 492 2.61
CONUS max stab 1,833 666 2.75 1,833 666 2.75
Min op def 23 6 4.12 23 6 4.12
CONUS min stab 1,793 552 3.25 1,793 552 3.25
SAF sp proj 79 19 4.15 79 19 4.15
Pres spt 42 14 2.94 42 14 2.94
Sq CC 1,377 529 2.60 1,377 529 2.60
Total 6,634 2,348 2.83 6,634 2,348 2.83

losses Separations 565 565
Promotion to O-6 118 118
To overseas R 175 7.5% 175 7.5%
To student (no PCS) 15 0.6% 15 0.6%
To student (PCS) T 205 8.7% 205 8.7%
To min/max /sq cc (PCS) O 226 9.6% 226 9.6%
To uncontrolled tours  (no PCS) 721 30.7% 721 30.7%
To uncontrolled tours (PCS) O 323 13.8% 323 13.8%
Total 2,348 70.9% 2,348 70.9%
Total PCS 929 3.07 929 3.07

gains From accessions 10 10
From pipeline 33 33
From overseas 286 226
From student (no PCS) 46 46
From student (PCS) 202 202
From min/max/sq cc (PCS) 226 226
From uncontrolled (no PCS) 943 943
From uncontrolled (PCS) 602 661
Total 2,348 2,348

Baseline Values Excursion Values
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Figure A.4. Simple Assignment Model Excursion Example: Extending Overseas Tours from 36 
to 48 Months—Uncontrolled Tours and Net Effects 

 

SOURCE: Reproduced from the authors’ SAM. 
NOTE: Red-orange in a data cell (as opposed to the orange in the header “Excursion Values”) indicates a change made 
in the inputs. Blue indicates input from the personnel dataset; green indicates output calculated from the steady-state 
equations. In the “Move Type” column, O = operational, R = rotational, and T = training. Minor differences in totals 
reflect rounding in the underlying data. 

The leftmost three columns define the tour categories. We use move type to estimate cost: The 
first initial of each move type is used to estimate total moves per category (accession, training, 

L      = λ W L      = λ W

Actions Sources & Sinks Move 
Type

Counts Actions 
per Year

Tour 
Duration 
in Years

Other 
Para- 

meters
Counts Actions 

per Year

Tour 
Duration 
in Years

Other 
Para- 

meters

Uncontrolled Tours
On uncontrolled tours 33,267 33,267

Availability correction (see note below) -2,276 -2,276

losses Separations 12,468 2,979 4.18 12,468 2,979 4.18
Promotion to O-6 830 321 2.59 830 321 2.59
To student (no PCS) 506 204 2.48 0.6% 506 204 2.48 0.6%
To min/max /sq cc (no PCS) 2,027 943 2.15 2.8% 2,027 943 2.15 2.8%
Consec uncontr tours (PCS) O 11,457 3,390 3.38 10.2% 11,457 3,390 3.38 10.2%

To overseas R 1,592 1,039
To student (PCS) T 394 457
To min/max /sq cc (PCS) O 602 661
Total draw to contr tours 8,253 2,587 3.19 8,253 2,157 3.83

Total PCS 19,711 5,977 3.30 19,711 5,547 3.55
Total losses 33,267 10,425 3.19 33,267 9,995 3.33

gains Accessions 740 740
From pipeline no PCS) 636 636
From pipeline ( PCS) 2,128 2,128
From overseas 1,548 1,118
From student (no PCS) 252 252
From student (PCS) 687 687
From min/max/sq CC (no PCS) 721 721
From min/max/sq CC (PCS) 323 323
Consec uncontr tours (PCS) 3,390 3,390
Total 10,425 9,995

Observed average duration 3.19 years 3.19 years

Observed count of moves 2,971 2,971

Net Effects (excluding accessions, separations, and promotions to O-6)

Uncontr Contr + 
Uncontr 

Contr, 
Uncontr, 
Pipeline

Contr, 
Uncontr, 
Pipeline, 

Sep

Uncontr Contr + 
Uncontr 

Contr, 
Uncontr, 
Pipeline

Contr, 
Uncontr, 
Pipeline, 

Sep
PCS Moves 5,977 11,235 14,236 18,369 5,547 10,079 13,081 17,214
Average PCS Tour Duration 3.30 2.87 2.48 2.74 3.55 3.17 2.68 2.90

Baseline Values Excursion Values

Note: Availability correction I is needed so that model-generated average  assignment duration for uncontrolled to 
controlled tours (cell F146) matches observed average durtion for 2024 moves.  
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operational, rotational, and separation). The middle four columns display the baseline model values. 
The rightmost four columns display the modified values under a simple excursion. The color-coding 
distinguishes model inputs in blue based on the personnel dataset, with model outputs shown in green 
and calculated via the steady-state equations. In Figure A.2, the orange cell in the “Overseas” category 
indicates where a change was made in the inputs. The net effects of the excursion are shown in Figure 
A.4. 

Although the column labels in Figures A.1 through A.4 (“Actions,” “Sources and Sinks,” and 
“Move Type”) might not appear to correspond directly to tour categories, together they define how 
each tour category is represented in the model. “Actions” identifies the type of personnel movement or 
data operation (for example, accessions, separations, or data smoothing). “Sources and Sinks” indicates 
the assignment group affected by that action (for example, overseas controlled tours or training 
controlled tours). “Move Type” specifies the cost category associated with the action—accession, 
training, operational, rotational, or separation—which are the same categories used in the cost analysis 
summarized in the next section. Entries appear only in selected rows because not every action or 
assignment group is associated with a distinct cost category. Summing the annual moves across the 
“Move Type” categories yields the total baseline values shown in the next section. Minor differences in 
totals reflect rounding in the underlying data. 

Cost Analysis 
The models provide estimates of steady-state PCS costs per year as part of the output for each 

solution. Factors from the DAF budget justification for FY 2025 were used as inputs for these 
calculations.106 For each category of PCS cost (accession, training, operational, rotational, and 
separation), the member travel count (one of several cost components in each cost category) was taken 
as the total number of moves.107 The overall cost for each category was divided by the member travel 
count to determine a cost per move for that category. 

The model ascribes each of its calculated reassignments to a cost category. This is not a 
straightforward determination because many reassignments could fall into multiple cost categories. 
However, the model’s cost category determination rules yield results that approximately match the 
cost category distributions in the budget justification and can thus provide a rough estimate of the cost 
implications of policies simulated in the model. 

Figures A.1 through A.4 in the previous section illustrate how moves in the model are assigned to 
cost categories. Table A.1 shows the FY 2025 budget estimates by move type, along with the 
estimated total cost based on the baseline model values and under the 48-month overseas tour 
excursion. The main cost savings under the excursion are attributable to the reduced number of 
rotational moves. 

 
106 DAF, 2024, pp. 138–152. 
107 The unit move cost category is small and was omitted in construction of the model. 
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Table A.1. Simple Assignment Model Excursion Example: Cost Changes from Extending 
Overseas Tours 

Move Type 

2025 Budget Estimates Model Baseline Model Excursion 

Annual 
Moves 

Budget, in 
Thousands of 

Dollars 

Cost per 
Move, in 
Dollars 

Annual 
Moves 

Cost, in 
Thousands of 

Dollars 
Annual 
Moves 

Cost, in 
Thousands of 

Dollars 

Accession 4,347 32,945 7,579 4,744 35,954 4,744 35,954 
Training 4,756 79,882 16,796 4,076 68,467 4,139 69,518 
Operational 6,219 155,441 24,995 4,541 113,490 4,600 114,976 
Rotational 6,410 183,827 28,678 5,619 161,156 4,342 124,511 
Separation 4,233 41,765 9,867 4,133 40,778 4,133 40,778 
Total 25,965 493,860  23,113 419,845 21,958 385,737 

SOURCE: Features data from DAF, 2024. 
NOTE: The budget data include moves for O-6 and above, but the model does not. This totaled 962 moves in 2024. 

Model Limitations, Assumptions, and Implications 
The factors used to identify and group the controlled tours—primarily overseas tour lengths, 

assignment availability codes indicating minimum or maximum tour lengths, and training course 
lengths—are imperfect for this purpose. However, we found no better set of indicators that could be 
applied efficiently at the desired scale, which is to categorize virtually all USAF assignments. Although 
we used these indicators to identify and group the controlled tours, we did not assume that their 
nominal tour length values would indicate their actual tour lengths. Instead, for each assignment 
category, we used averages of the observed tour lengths of people rotating out of those assignments. 

The model rests on an assumption that policy and practice combine in various ways that make the 
observed tour lengths act as expected tour lengths (i.e., that the assignment system will, for various 
reasons, tend to rotate individuals out of controlled tour assignments in ways that continuously 
maintain the observed average tour lengths). We hypothesize that policy interventions will be required 
to create deliberate shifts in the average tour lengths in controlled tours. 

The architecture of the model also provides insight into why a tour length minimum is not a good 
mechanism to extend the average tour length in uncontrolled tours. As this model illustrates, the 
average tour length in uncontrolled tours is determined by three factors: the draw from controlled 
tours, the frequency of uncontrolled to uncontrolled assignments, and the size of the inventory in 
uncontrolled tours available to meet the draw from controlled tours. If a tour length minimum greater 
than this theoretical average is applied by policy, the draw cannot be met and inventories in controlled 
tours will decline until an equilibrium (a feasible, sustainable draw from uncontrolled tours) is 
reached. If a minimum tour length less than the theoretical average tour length is applied, it will shift 
the distribution of individuals selected to meet the draw but will not reduce the number of 
assignments required to meet the draw.  
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Appendix B 

Linear Probability Models: 
Methodology and Detailed Results 

An LPM is a linear regression model in which the dependent variable is binary (0 or 1), 
representing the probability of an event occurring. Although standard linear regression assumes a 
continuous dependent variable, the LPM applies the same ordinary least squares estimation technique 
to predict probabilities directly. Despite potential limitations, such as predicted probabilities falling 
outside the [0,1] range and heteroskedasticity, the LPM offers interpretational simplicity because 
coefficients represent the marginal effect on the probability of the outcome. 

Our analysis employed two complementary LPM approaches to study the likelihood of 
separation:  

• a monthly panel analysis that tracks individual airmen over their careers, with each person-
month observation serving as a data point 

• a tour-level analysis that aggregates each airman’s experience within a single assignment or 
deployment tour into one observation, where the binary outcome indicates whether the 
airman separated at the conclusion of that tour period.  

The panel structure of the monthly analysis allowed us to exploit within-person variation over time, 
enabling the inclusion of individual FEs that control for all time-invariant characteristics of each 
airman. This approach strengthened our ability to isolate the association between time-varying factors 
(such as moves, assignments, or family status) and separation risk, net of unobserved individual 
differences. The tour-level analysis focuses on how tour-specific characteristics and experiences 
influence the decision to separate at natural transition points in an airman’s career, unlike the monthly 
panel approach, which focuses on month-to-month variation in separation risk. These models offer 
several methodological strengths: 

• Large sample sizes and statistical power. More than 7 million person-month observations 
and 62,000 tour observations provide exceptional statistical power. 

• FE controls. These include individual, place, and time FEs, which systematically account for 
unobserved factors that could bias our results. FEs are implemented by including indicator 
variables (dummy variables) for each category—for example, a separate dummy variable for 
each airman, each base or location, and each time period. By including these FEs, our models 
effectively compare airmen with themselves over time (individual FEs), airmen at the same 
location (place FEs), and airmen during the same time periods (time FEs). 

- Individual FEs eliminate time-invariant unobserved heterogeneity, while place and 
time FEs control for location and temporal factors. Individual FEs control for all time-
invariant characteristics of each airman (such as personality traits, family background, 
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or innate ability) that we cannot directly measure but that might influence separation 
decisions.  

- Place FEs account for location-specific factors, such as base amenities, local cost of 
living, or regional culture, that affect all airmen at that location similarly.  

- Time FEs capture period-specific influences, such as policy changes, economic 
conditions, or military operations, that affect all airmen during particular months or 
years.  

• Robustness. Consistent findings across multiple specifications and analytical approaches 
increase confidence in results. 

• Easy interpretability. LPMs provide direct percentage-point interpretations crucial for cost–
benefit analysis. 

Monthly Panel Analysis 
We analyzed the relationship between the number of moves an officer or enlisted member had and 

their likelihood of separation that year or in the next two years, further represented by this equation:  
 

%	𝑙𝑖𝑘𝑒𝑙𝑖ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑑	𝑡𝑜	𝑠𝑒𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒!"#
= 𝛽$ + 	#	𝑜𝑓	𝑚𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑠𝛽%
+ 𝛽&𝑎𝑔𝑒 + 𝛽'𝑐𝑢𝑟𝑟𝑒𝑛𝑡	𝑙𝑜𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛	𝑠𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒 + 𝛽(𝑝𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑟	𝑙𝑜𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛	𝑠𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒 + 𝛽)𝑝𝑎𝑦𝑔𝑟𝑎𝑑𝑒
+ 𝛽*𝑚𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑑 + 𝛽+𝑑𝑒𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑠 + 	𝛼! + 𝛿# + 𝜖!"# 
where 

• dependent variables:  

- percentage likelihood to separate that year  
- percentage likelihood to separate in the next two years 

• 𝛽$ intercept 
• 𝛽% coefficient of interest: how an additional move affects someone’s likelihood to separate 

in the next period 
• 𝛽& coefficient for age 
• 𝛽' coefficient for current location score 
• 𝛽( coefficient for prior location score 
• 𝛽) coefficient for pay grade108 
• 𝛽* coefficient for marriage status 
• 𝛽+ coefficient for dependents 
• 𝛼!  individual FEs  
• 𝛿# place FEs 

 
108 We estimated separate coefficients for each pay grade relative to the reference group, which is O-1 for officers and E-1 for 
enlisted. 
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• 𝜖!"# error term. 

Tables B.1 and B.2 contain the resulting regression coefficients. In each table, the first data column 
includes individual FEs, the second adds in place FEs, and the rightmost two columns repeat this 
analysis with the likelihood of separation in the next two years, past any ADSCs due to moving.  

Table B.1. Number of Moves and Probability of Separating, Officers 

Variable 

With Individual 
FEs, Percentage 

Separation 

With Individual and 
Place FEs, 

Percentage 
Separation 

With Individual FEs, 
Percentage 2-Year 

Separation 

With Individual and 
Place FEs, 

Percentage 2-Year 
Separation 

Career number of moves –10.18*** –10.13*** –10.39*** –10.08*** 
  (0.0572) (0.0574) (0.091) (0.0915) 
Age –0.0224 –0.0223 –0.00513 –0.00495 
  (0.0238) (0.0238) (0.00844) (0.0083) 
Current location score 0.000169 –0.00332** 0.000652 –0.00379 
  (0.000738) (0.00112) (0.00165) (0.00211) 
Prior mean location 
score 

–0.0331*** –0.0307*** –0.0288*** –0.0257*** 
(0.00188) (0.00203) (0.00366) (0.00385) 

Pay grade     
O-2 4.340*** 2.909* 2.144 0.542 
  (1.154) (1.306) (1.916) (2.231) 
O-3 –0.114 –1.424 –3.124 –4.493* 
  (1.155) (1.307) (1.918) (2.233) 
O-4 –8.921*** –10.05*** –13.82*** –14.67*** 
  (1.163) (1.313) (1.933) (2.246) 
O-5 –20.03*** –21.53*** –29.92*** –31.36*** 

  (1.174) (1.324) (1.954) (2.265) 
Married –1.160*** –1.113*** –2.629*** –2.550*** 
  (0.133) (0.133) (0.244) (0.242) 
1+ dependents –1.802*** –1.757*** –1.918*** –1.852*** 
  (0.137) (0.137) (0.239) (0.238) 
Constant 45.29*** 46.25*** 66.08*** 65.92*** 
  (1.81) (1.912) (2.432) (2.707) 
Individual FEs Y Y Y Y 
Place FEs  Y  Y 
2-year lag   Y Y 
AFSC FEs Y Y Y Y 
Sample size, N 1,269,931 1,269,846 1,269,931 1,269,846 
R2 0.264 0.266 0.544 0.550 
Adjusted R2 0.167 0.169 0.484 0.490 

NOTE: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 
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Table B.2. Number of Moves and Probability of Separating, Enlisted 

Variable 

With Individual 
FEs, Percentage 

Separation 

With Individual 
and Place FEs, 

Percentage 
Separation 

With Individual FEs, 
Percentage 2-Year 

Separation 

With Individual and 
Place FEs, Percentage 

2-Year Separation 
Career number of moves –8.906*** –8.972*** –6.688*** –6.796*** 
  (0.0316) (0.0317) (0.0520) (0.0521) 
Age –0.0385* –0.0384* –0.0106* –0.0103 
  (0.0189) (0.0189) (0.00538) (0.00529) 
Current location score –0.00517*** –0.0118*** –0.00557*** –0.00753*** 
  (0.000522) (0.000830) (0.00106) (0.00147) 
Prior mean location score  0.0202*** 0.0226*** 0.0312*** 0.0319*** 
 (0.00145) (0.00152) (0.00256) (0.00263) 
Pay grade     

E-2 –22.18*** –26.10*** –17.33*** –12.75*** 
  (0.862) (0.844) (0.632) (0.616) 
E-3 –44.99*** –49.02*** –17.62*** –12.68*** 
  (0.737) (0.714) (0.548) (0.533) 
E-4 –42.27*** –46.38*** –13.87*** –8.981*** 
  (0.740) (0.716) (0.548) (0.533) 
E-5 –50.65*** –54.63*** –19.46*** –14.27*** 
  (0.747) (0.720) (0.553) (0.537) 
E-6 –71.97*** –75.85*** –49.33*** –43.81*** 
  (0.757) (0.727) (0.565) (0.549) 
E-7 –84.65*** –88.59*** –55.50*** –49.95*** 
  (0.768) (0.736) (0.586) (0.571) 

Married –3.692 –3.674 0.318 0.508 
  (2.052) (2.054) (3.206) (3.191) 
1+ dependents –2.380*** –2.378*** –3.089*** –3.074*** 
  (0.0543) (0.0542) (0.0913) (0.0910) 
Constant 97.56*** 101.5*** 80.80*** 75.90*** 
  (1.009) (0.988) (0.858) (0.844) 
Individual FEs Y Y Y Y 
Place FEs  Y  Y 
2-year lag   Y Y 
AFSC FEs Y Y Y Y 
Sample size, N 5,474,251 5,474,182 5,474,251 5,474,182 
R2 0.275 0.278 0.578 0.582 
Adjusted R2 0.163 0.166 0.513 0.517 

NOTE: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 
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Officer Results, Monthly Panel Analysis 
Our FE regression analysis reveals a robust negative relationship between career moves and officer 

attrition. In both annual and two-year separation models, each additional move reduces annual 
attrition probability by 10.1 to 10.2 percentage points. This strong effect highlights the importance of 
career mobility for officer retention, suggesting that officers who experience more assignments are 
significantly less likely to leave the service. 

Location quality has a minimal impact on officer retention. In the FE models, current location 
score is associated with a very small decrease in attrition probability (0.003 to 0.004 percentage points 
per unit), while prior mean location score consistently shows a modest negative association with 
attrition (a 0.026 to 0.031 percentage point reduction per unit). These results indicate that, for 
officers, assignment location is not a major driver of separation decisions. 

Promotion to O-2 is associated with a modest increase in attrition probability, while promotion to 
O-3 shows no statistically significant effect. In contrast, there is a pronounced shift at O-4 and above: 
Promotion to O-4 (major) is associated with a dramatic decrease in separation probability—more 
than 10 percentage points—and the effect is even larger for O-5 (lieutenant colonel), with reductions 
exceeding 21 to 31 percentage points. This pattern reflects the USAF’s career structure: Officers who 
reach O-4 have typically passed key promotion boards and career gates, making them more likely to 
remain until retirement eligibility. Those who do not promote to O-4 often separate earlier. Marriage 
is correlated with a reduction in attrition by 1.1 to 2.6 percentage points, while having dependents is 
correlated with a reduction in attrition of 1.8 to 1.9 percentage points. 

Enlisted Results, Monthly Panel Analysis 
Like officers, enlisted personnel show strong retention benefits from career moves. Each additional 

move reduces annual attrition by 6.7 to 9.0 percentage points. Furthermore, the effect of current 
location score on separation probability is statistically significant but extremely small in magnitude. 
Across all model specifications, each unit increase in current location score is associated with only a 
0.005 to 0.012 percentage point decrease in the likelihood of separation. This negligible effect suggests 
that, although being assigned to a more desirable location might have a slight positive impact on short-
term retention, it is not a major driver of separation decisions for enlisted members. 

In contrast, prior mean location score shows a modest but consistent positive association with 
separation probability. Enlisted personnel with a history of more desirable assignments are slightly 
more likely to separate, with coefficients indicating a 0.02 to 0.03 percentage point increase in annual 
or two-year separation probability per unit increase in prior mean location score. This might reflect 
that cumulative experiences at desirable locations raise expectations or influence future assignment 
preferences, leading some service members to separate if subsequent assignments do not meet those 
expectations. 

Enlisted rank is a strong predictor of retention, with higher rank consistently associated with a 
lower probability of separation. In all model specifications, the probability of separation drops sharply 
as a service member advances in rank. For example, compared with the reference group (E-1), moving 
to E-2 is associated with a 12.8 to 26.1 percentage point reduction in the probability of separation, 
while promotion to E-3 and E-4 further reduces separation probability by 12.7 to 49.0 percentage 
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points and by 9.0 to 46.4 percentage points, respectively. The effect becomes even more pronounced at 
senior ranks: E-5 through E-7 are associated with reductions in separation probability ranging from 
approximately 14.3 to 88.6 percentage points, depending on the model and time horizon. These large 
and statistically significant effects reflect both the increased likelihood of continued service among 
more senior enlisted personnel and the structural incentives—such as higher pay, increased 
responsibility, and proximity to retirement eligibility—that encourage retention at higher ranks. 
Lastly, having dependents consistently reduces attrition by 2.3 to 3.1 percentage points across all 
specifications. 

Tour-Level Analysis 
We analyzed the relationship between tour length and likelihood of separation at an individual-

tour unit of analysis, further represented by this equation:  
 

%	𝑙𝑖𝑘𝑒𝑙𝑖ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑑	𝑡𝑜	𝑠𝑒𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒!"# = 𝛽$ + 𝛽%𝑡𝑜𝑢𝑟	𝑙𝑒𝑛𝑔𝑡ℎ + 𝛽&𝑙𝑜𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛'()*+ + 𝛽𝑋!"# + 𝛼! + 𝛾, + 𝜖!"# 

• dependent variable: percentage likelihood to separate following the tour 
• 𝛽% coefficient of interest: how an additional year affects an airman’s likelihood to separate 

in the next period109 
• 𝑋!"# demographics and other variables (married, dependents, pay grade, previous average 

tour length, and average location score) 
• 𝛼!  individual FEs  
• 𝛿# place FEs 
• 𝛾" time-year FEs (end of tour year) 
• 𝜖!"# error term. 

The tour-level analysis focuses on how tour-specific characteristics and experiences influence the 
decision to separate at natural transition points in an airman’s career, unlike the monthly panel 
approach, which focuses on month-to-month variation in separation risk. 

To account for potential survival bias, we further instituted inverse probability weights in the 
“Percentage Separation with Inverse Probability Weights” and “Percentage Separation with Inverse 
Probability Weights and Additional Year of Tour Length” models. Survival bias arises in longitudinal 
analyses when individuals who separate early are systematically different from those who remain in the 
sample for longer periods, potentially biasing estimates of factors associated with separation. To 
address this, we calculated the probability that a service member would remain at risk of separation at 
each tour, conditional on observed covariates and history. Each observation is then weighted by the 
inverse of this probability, so that individuals who are less likely to remain in the sample are given 
greater weight in the analysis. This approach helps ensure that our estimates are more representative 
of the full population of airmen, not just those who persist longer in service, and reduces bias that 

 
109 Tour length is defined as separation date minus date arrived at current station. We acknowledge that this specification creates 
a potential endogeneity concern: If an airman decides to separate, they might receive shorter tour assignments or cut short their 
current tour, meaning that the separation decision could be influencing the observed tour length rather than tour length 
influencing separation likelihood. Our analysis therefore identifies correlational relationships rather than causal effects. 



 64 

could arise from selective attrition. The subsequent results, provided in the next section, are more 
representative of an individual’s likelihood of separation. Sex is controlled for under individual FEs. 
We also control for one-digit AFSCs.  

Officer Results, Tour-Level Analysis 
Each additional year of tour length reduces separation probability by 7.5 to 9.4 percentage points. 

This effect is remarkably consistent across all specifications and represents one of the strongest 
predictors in the model. 

Prior average tour length shows even stronger effects (a 9.4 to 11.1 percentage point reduction per 
additional year), suggesting that officers with historically longer assignments develop stronger 
retention patterns over time. 



 65 

Table B.3. Probability of Leaving Following a Tour (Person-Tour-Level), Officers 

Variable 
Percentage 
Separation 

Percentage Separation with 

Additional Year of 
Tour Length 

Inverse Probability 
Weights 

Inverse Probability 
Weights and 

Additional Year of 
Tour Length 

Tour length, in years –8.101*** –7.528*** –9.364*** –8.749*** 

  (0.299) (0.442) (0.295) (0.433) 
Location score –0.0101 –0.0296* –0.00903 –0.0302* 

  (0.00618) (0.0129) (0.00615) (0.0129) 
Tour length, in years *  0.00885  0.00951 
Location score  (0.00499)  (0.00491) 
Age 1.205 1.196 0.904 0.893 
  (1.197) (1.197) (1.183) (1.183) 
Prior average location score 0.0165 0.0209 0.0177 0.0224 
  (0.0138) (0.0141) (0.0138) (0.0140) 
Prior average tour length –9.409*** –9.405*** –11.14*** –11.14*** 

  (0.586) (0.586) (0.565) (0.565) 
Pay grade     

Lieutenant, O-2 9.643 10.02 23.24 23.39 
  (23.18) (22.81) (21.61) (21.34) 
Captain, O-3 6.744 7.013 20.41 20.46 
  (22.41) (22.04) (20.76) (20.47) 
Major, O-4 –9.042 –8.704 6.849 6.979 
  (22.46) (22.09) (20.81) (20.53) 
Lieutenant Colonel, O-5 –14.08 –13.49 1.883 2.282 
  (22.53) (22.16) (20.88) (20.60) 

Married 2.208 2.239 2.625 2.664 
  (2.566) (2.566) (2.540) (2.540) 
1+ dependents –2.737 –2.717 –1.743 –1.728 
  (1.472) (1.472) (1.444) (1.445) 
Constant 44.08 43.01 50.42 49.54 
  (50.88) (50.73) (49.80) (49.68) 
Individual FEs Y Y Y Y 
Time FEs Y Y Y Y 
Inverse probability weights   Y Y 
Observations 29,119 29,119 29,119 29,119 
R2 0.688 0.688 0.712 0.712 
Adjusted R2 0.467 0.467 0.507 0.507 

NOTE: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 
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Current location shows minimal impact on officer separation decisions, with small negative effects 
(0.01 to 0.03 percentage points per unit) that are only marginally significant in some specifications. 
The interaction term between tour length and location is nonsignificant, confirming that location 
quality does not modify the retention benefits of longer tours. 

Marriage shows positive effects (a 2.2 to 2.7 percentage point higher separation probability), while 
having dependents shows small negative effects (a 1.7 to 2.7 percentage point lower separation 
probability), although neither is statistically significant. 

Enlisted Results, Tour-Level Analysis 
Enlisted personnel show even stronger tour length effects than officers, with each additional year 

reducing separation probability by 10.1 to 10.7 percentage points. Like it does for officers, prior 
average tour length shows strong retention effects (10.2 to 10.5 percentage points per additional year), 
while current location for enlisted personnel shows minimal effects. Statistically significant prior 
location effects suggest that career-long location experiences matter more than individual assignments 
for enlisted retention, although the coefficients are small (0.03 percentage points). 

Interestingly, married enlisted personnel show higher separation probability following tours (5.2 
to 5.4 percentage points), which is the opposite of the monthly panel results. This might reflect 
different timing considerations for family-related separations. 

Table B.4. Probability of Leaving Following a Tour (Person-Tour-Level), Enlisted 

Variable 
Percentage 
Separation 

Percentage Separation with 

Additional Year of 
Tour Length 

Inverse Probability 
Weights 

Inverse Probability 
Weights and 

Additional Year of 
Tour Length 

Tour length, in years –10.01*** –10.13*** –10.54*** –10.67*** 

  (0.206) (0.293) (0.193) (0.276) 
Location score –0.00725 –0.000586 –0.00795 –0.000127 
  (0.00608) (0.0139) (0.00580) (0.0135) 
Tour length, in years*   –0.00209  –0.00243 
Location score  (0.00363)  (0.00347) 
Age –1.522 –1.517 –1.286 –1.281 
  (0.891) (0.891) (0.856) (0.856) 
Prior average location score  –0.0311* –0.0318* –0.0337** –0.0345** 

(0.0124) (0.0125) (0.0117) (0.0118) 
Prior average tour length –10.26*** –10.25*** –10.46*** –10.45*** 

  (0.350) (0.350) (0.325) (0.325) 
Pay grade     

Airman, E-2 1.893 1.715 3.625 3.409 
  (14.76) (14.70) (15.40) (15.31) 
Airman First Class, E-3 11.18 11.06 13.01 12.86 
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Variable 
Percentage 
Separation 

Percentage Separation with 

Additional Year of 
Tour Length 

Inverse Probability 
Weights 

Inverse Probability 
Weights and 

Additional Year of 
Tour Length 

  (11.76) (11.68) (12.22) (12.12) 
Senior Airman, E-4 –7.681 –7.805 –9.274 –9.431 
  (11.27) (11.19) (11.70) (11.60) 
Staff Sergeant, E-5 –15.75 –15.89 –14.77 –14.95 
  (10.68) (10.60) (11.15) (11.05) 
Technical Sergeant, E-6  –23.20* –23.35* –20.55 –20.73 

(10.65) (10.56) (11.13) (11.02) 
Master Sergeant, E-7 –18.47 –18.61 –15.98 –16.15 

  (10.64) (10.56) (11.13) (11.02) 
Married 5.386** 5.396** 5.198** 5.210** 

  (2.024) (2.024) (1.971) (1.972) 
1+ dependents –0.179 –0.172 0.122 0.131 
  (1.102) (1.102) (1.051) (1.051) 
Constant 177.5*** 177.8*** 171.1*** 171.5*** 

  (31.77) (31.75) (30.80) (30.77) 
Individual FEs Y Y Y Y 
Time FEs Y Y Y Y 
Inverse probability weights   Y Y 
Observations 27,310 27,310 27,310 27,310 
R2 0.806 0.806 0.821 0.821 
Adjusted R2 0.636 0.636 0.664 0.664 

NOTE: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 

Assessing the Retention Paradox 
As noted in the main text, a key finding that warrants careful interpretation is the tension between 

our two key results: The monthly panel analysis demonstrates that greater career mobility (more 
assignments over time) correlates with improved long-term retention, while the tour-level analysis 
shows that longer individual tours correlate with reduced separation probability at tour completion. 
These findings reveal complementary retention mechanisms operating at different temporal scales. 

The monthly panel analysis captures the cumulative career-level effect of assignment variety and 
professional development opportunities that come with mobility. Airmen who experience diverse 
assignments over their careers might develop broader skill sets, expanded professional networks, and 
enhanced promotion prospects—all factors that increase the long-term value of military service and 
reduce separation likelihood across a career. 

Conversely, the tour-level analysis identifies a recency effect in which additional time spent in a 
current assignment increases attachment to that specific posting and reduces immediate separation 
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probability. This might reflect such factors as community integration, local relationship development, 
reduced moving stress, or simply the psychological tendency to maintain the status quo once 
established in a location. 

These mechanisms are not mutually exclusive but rather operate simultaneously. An airman can 
benefit from both career-long mobility (enhancing overall military career satisfaction and 
advancement) and assignment-specific stability (reducing disruption and increasing short-term 
retention at each tour). This dual finding suggests that optimal personnel management requires 
balancing these competing but complementary forces—providing sufficient career mobility for 
professional development while allowing adequate time at each assignment for an airman to establish 
roots and stability. 

The policy implication is that the USAF can leverage both effects through a fewer-but-longer-
tours strategy: reducing the total number of career moves while extending individual tour lengths. 
This approach captures the retention benefits of assignment stability without eliminating the career 
mobility that drives long-term retention, potentially achieving the dual objectives of cost reduction and 
improved retention rates. 

Consistent Findings Across Analyses 
The following findings are consistent across monthly panel and tour-level analyses: 

• Both analyses consistently show strong retention benefits from career progression patterns, 
whether measured as total moves or individual tour characteristics. 

• Officers show minimal location sensitivity, while enlisted personnel show consistent location 
effects, particularly cumulative location quality over careers.  
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Appendix C 

Logistic Regression Models: 
Methodology and Detailed Results 

Logistic regressions are sometimes preferred over LPMs when modeling binary outcomes because 
they naturally constrain predicted probabilities to fall within the [0,1] range and account for the 
nonlinear relationship between predictors and probability. The logistic function’s S-shaped curve 
better reflects how probabilities approach but never exceed the natural bounds. However, LPMs (as 
discussed in Appendix B) offer greater interpretational simplicity: Coefficients directly represent 
marginal effects on probability, whereas logistic regression coefficients require transformation to 
interpret marginal effects. 

To complement our discussion of our LPMs in Appendix B, in this appendix, we present the 
findings from two random-effects logistic regression models, analyzing the likelihood of attrition for 
enlisted airmen and officers separately. These results are not given in the main body of this report 
because they largely support the findings from the linear probability specifications. As expected, 
coefficient estimates and magnitude differ between models, but the overall qualitative implications 
remain constant. 

The random-effects logistic regressions use extensive panel datasets and incorporate individual-
specific random effects to account for unobserved heterogeneity among airmen and officers over time.  

Enlisted Airman Attrition Model 
With the model for enlisted airmen, we analyzed a robust dataset of 2,832,801 observations of 

532,053 unique individuals. The overall model fit is strong, as indicated by the highly significant Wald 
chi-squared test (𝜒& = 	80098.93, 𝑝 < 0.000), demonstrating that the included independent variables 
collectively have a significant impact on the probability of attrition. 

Several key determinants of enlisted attrition were identified (see Table C.1 for coefficients and 
interpretations). A higher average base location desirability score is associated with a slight, but 
statistically significant, decrease in the log-odds of attrition (𝑝 < 0.001). This suggests that even 
marginally more desirable locations might contribute to retention for enlisted personnel. More 
notably, the career number of moves shows a strong and highly significant inverse relationship with 
attrition (𝑝 < 0.001). For each additional move an enlisted airman experiences over their career, the 
log-odds of attrition decrease, suggesting that those who have made more moves are considerably less 
likely to leave the service. This finding warrants further investigation and could imply that moves are 
correlated with career progression, specialized roles, or a higher degree of commitment to the USAF. 
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Table C.1. Random-Effects Logistic Regression Results, Enlisted Airman Attrition Analysis 

Variable Coefficient Standard Error Z-Statistic p-Value Odds Ratio Effect Interpretation 
Primary variable of interest 

Average location score –0.0011287 0.0000654 –17.25 <0.001 0.9989 0.11% lower odds per unit increase 
Career number of moves –0.2309911 0.0020617 –112.04 <0.001 0.794 20.6% lower odds per additional move 

Demographic control 
Age 0.0170419 0.0007624 22.35 <0.001 1.017 1.7% higher odds per year 
Years of service 0.2271234 0.0013647 166.42 <0.001 1.255 25.5% higher odds per month 
Male (versus female) –0.1345251 0.0048918 –27.50 <0.001 0.874 12.6% lower odds 

Pay grade (versus E-1 baseline) 
E-2 (Airman) –0.5094895 0.013047 –39.05 <0.001 0.601 39.9% lower odds 
E-3 (Airman First Class) –1.460848 0.0100136 –145.89 <0.001 0.232 76.8% lower odds 
E-4 (Senior Airman) –0.9696456 0.009425 –102.88 <0.001 0.379 62.1% lower odds 
E-5 (Staff Sergeant) –1.875352 0.0134449 –139.48 <0.001 0.153 84.7% lower odds 
E-6 (Technical Sergeant) –3.482596 0.019623 –177.48 <0.001 0.031 96.9% lower odds 
E-7 (Master Sergeant) –3.600378 0.0222864 –161.55 <0.001 0.027 97.3% lower odds 
E-8 (Senior Master Sergeant) –3.889614 0.0263207 –147.78 <0.001 0.020 98.0% lower odds 
E-9 (Chief Master Sergeant) –4.472791 0.0317824 –140.73 <0.001 0.011 98.9% lower odds 
Unknown pay grade 2.47631 0.2721044 9.10 <0.001 11.90 1,090% higher odds 

Marital status (versus single baseline) 
Divorced –0.0780184 0.116463 –0.67 0.503 0.925 7.5% lower odds (n.s.) 
Legally separated –0.2727387 0.2738108 –1.00 0.319 0.761 23.9% lower odds (n.s.) 
Married –0.2463098 0.1163154 –2.12 0.034 0.781 21.9% lower odds 
Widowed 0.0394172 0.1360615 0.29 0.772 1.040 4.0% higher odds (n.s.) 

Model statistics 
Constant –1.61956 0.1177549 –13.75 <0.001 0.198 — 
Number of observations 2,832,801 
Number of groups 532,053 
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Variable Coefficient Standard Error Z-Statistic p-Value Odds Ratio Effect Interpretation 
Log pseudolikelihood –857,817.24 
Wald χ² (19) 80,098.93 (p < 0.001) 

NOTE: n.s. = not significant. 
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Both age (p < 0.001) and years of service (p < 0.001) are positively associated with the likelihood 
of attrition in the logistic specification, indicating that older enlisted airmen and those with more years 
in service are more prone to separating. This differs from the LPM results in Appendix B, in which 
age was associated with a modest decrease in separation likelihood for the monthly and annual models 
(Tables B.1 and B.2). The positive age effect observed here likely arises because the logistic model 
represents attrition probabilities nonlinearly and includes random effects to capture individual-specific 
factors. These features can change the apparent marginal relationship between age and attrition once 
unobserved heterogeneity is taken into account. This aligns with typical career cycle expectations. For 
pay grade, airmen in all higher enlisted pay grades (E-2 through E-9) exhibit a significantly lower 
likelihood of attrition than those in E-1. This negative association generally strengthens with 
increasing rank, highlighting the retention power of career advancement and higher compensation for 
enlisted personnel.  

Male enlisted airmen were found to be significantly less likely to attrit than female enlisted airmen 
(coefficient for male = –0.1345, 𝑝 < 0.001). For marital status, being married (coefficient = –0.2463, 
𝑝 = 0.034) is associated with a significantly decreased likelihood of attrition, while other marital 
statuses (divorced, legally separated, single, and widowed) did not show a statistically significant 
difference from the implicit reference group. 

The random effects component for enlisted airmen showed an extremely small and statistically 
insignificant variance (σu	= 0.00415, with very wide confidence intervals for lnσu2). This suggests 
that unobserved individual-specific factors that are constant over time contribute negligibly to the 
overall variability in attrition likelihood among enlisted personnel or that their magnitude cannot be 
precisely estimated from the current data. 

Officer Attrition Model 
With the model for officers, we analyzed 656,851 observations of 106,402 unique individuals (see 

Table C.2). Like it was in the enlisted model, the overall fit is highly significant (𝜒2 = 10795.02, 𝑝 <
0.000). Although some factors influencing attrition are consistent across officer and enlisted cohorts, 
notable differences emerge. 

Table C.2. Random-Effects Logistic Regression Results, Officer Attrition Analysis 

Variable Coefficient 
Standard 

Error 
Z-

Statistic p-Value 
Odds 
Ratio 

Effect 
Interpretation 

Primary variable of interest 
Average location score –0.0001226 0.0001684 –0.73 0.467 0.9999 0.01% lower odds 

per unit increase 
(n.s.) 

Career number of moves –0.336156 0.006756 –49.76 <0.001 0.714 28.6% lower odds 
per additional move 

Demographic control 
End-of-year age 0.010737 0.001781 6.03 <0.001 1.011 1.1% higher odds per 

year 



 73 

Variable Coefficient 
Standard 

Error 
Z-

Statistic p-Value 
Odds 
Ratio 

Effect 
Interpretation 

End-of-year time in 
commissioned service, in 
months 

0.2962106 0.0045825 64.64 <0.001 1.345 34.5% higher odds 
per month 

Male (versus female) –0.1225375 0.0152973 –8.01 <0.001 0.885 11.5% lower odds 
Officer rank (versus O-1 baseline) 

O-2 (First Lieutenant) –0.3201301 0.035804 –8.94 <0.001 0.726 27.4% lower odds 
O-3 (Captain) 0.0519288 0.0309779 1.68 0.094 1.053 5.3% higher odds 

(n.s.) 
O-4 (Major) –0.4456491 0.0384531 –11.59 <0.001 0.640 36.0% lower odds 
O-5 (Lieutenant Colonel) –1.474501 0.0478924 –30.79 <0.001 0.229 77.1% lower odds 
O-6 (Colonel) –1.716017 0.0584797 –29.34 <0.001 0.180 82.0% lower odds 
O-7 (Brigadier General) –2.122223 0.105087 –20.19 <0.001 0.120 88.0% lower odds 
O-8 (Major General) –2.159494 0.1060955 –20.35 <0.001 0.115 88.5% lower odds 
O-9 (Lieutenant General) –2.493588 0.1287366 –19.37 <0.001 0.082 91.8% lower odds 
O-10 (General) –3.470416 0.2059896 –16.85 <0.001 0.031 96.9% lower odds 
Unknown rank 0.4924874 0.6941893 0.71 0.478 1.636 63.6% higher odds 

(n.s.) 
Marital status (versus single baseline) 

Divorced –0.1443816 0.3675086 –0.39 0.694 0.866 13.4% lower odds 
(n.s.) 

Legally separated –0.635612 0.9806076 –0.65 0.517 0.530 47.0% lower odds 
(n.s.) 

Married –0.3370236 0.3668024 –0.92 0.358 0.714 28.6% lower odds 
(n.s.) 

Widowed –0.2855465 0.3949221 –0.72 0.470 0.752 24.8% lower odds 
(n.s.) 

AFSC selected results (versus AFSC 11 baseline) 
AFSC 12 –0.5697758 0.0261438 –21.79 <0.001 0.566 43.4% lower odds 
AFSC 13 0.5233178 0.022788 22.96 <0.001 1.688 68.8% higher odds 
AFSC 14 0.225351 0.0271635 8.30 <0.001 1.253 25.3% higher odds 
AFSC 48 0.5878727 0.0641755 9.16 <0.001 1.800 80.0% higher odds 
AFSC 52  –0.5807085 0.0640601 –9.07 <0.001 0.559 44.1% lower odds 
AFSC 61  –0.3840368 0.0824722 –4.66 <0.001 0.681 31.9% lower odds 
AFSC 63  0.3421875 0.0299405 11.43 <0.001 1.408 40.8% higher odds 
[Additional AFSCs 
omitted for space] 

22 additional AFSC categories included in model 

Model statistics 
Constant –4.066323 0.3704357 –10.98 <0.001 0.017 

 

Number of observations 656,851 
Number of groups 106,402 
Log pseudolikelihood –152,385.81 
Wald χ² (48) 10,795.02 (p < 0.001) 
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Variable Coefficient 
Standard 

Error 
Z-

Statistic p-Value 
Odds 
Ratio 

Effect 
Interpretation 

Random effects variance 
(σ_u) 

0.564 (p = 0.088) 

 
Unlike its effect on enlisted airmen, average base location desirability score does not have a 

significant impact on officer attrition (𝑝 = 0.467). This suggests that the perceived desirability of 
assigned locations plays a less critical role in officers’ decisions to attrit than in those of enlisted 
members. However, the career number of moves remains a highly significant negative predictor of 
attrition (𝑝 < 0.001), with an even stronger effect than observed for enlisted personnel. This 
reinforces the idea that mobility or sustained career progression, often associated with moves, is linked 
to higher retention for both groups, but it appears to be a particularly potent factor for officers. 

Like they are for enlisted personnel, both age (𝑝 < 0.001) and years of service (𝑝 < 0.001) are 
positively associated with attrition for officers. This pattern also differs from that found with the 
LPMs in Appendix B, which showed a negative or weaker relationship between age and attrition. As 
with the enlisted results, the difference likely reflects the nonlinear nature of the logistic model and the 
inclusion of random effects, which adjust for unobserved individual characteristics that can influence 
separation behavior. The positive effect of years of service is even more pronounced for officers than 
for enlisted airmen. 

The relationship between pay grade and attrition for officers presents a more nuanced picture 
than for enlisted. Officers in the grade of O-2 are significantly less likely than O-1s to attrit 
(coefficient = –0.3201, 𝑝 < 0.001). However, O-3 officers show a marginally significant positive 
association with attrition (coefficient = 0.0519, 𝑝 = 0.094), suggesting that they might be slightly 
more likely to leave than O-1s, or at least not less likely. This pattern differs from the LPM results in 
Appendix B (Table B.1), in which the O-2 coefficient was positive and the O-3 coefficient was 
negative. The difference likely reflects the nonlinear nature of the logistic specification and the 
inclusion of random effects, which can alter the estimated marginal relationships between rank and 
attrition. In particular, the logistic model’s S-shaped probability curve and the random-effects 
structure might better capture the sharp decline in attrition that occurs after officers pass early career 
gates, producing a stronger retention signal for O-2s and a more neutral or slightly positive effect for 
O-3s. Despite these sign differences, both models show consistent results for higher ranks (O-4 and 
above), at which promotion is associated with substantially lower attrition. 

The higher attrition rate for O-3 officers than for O-1s likely reflects the structure of military 
service obligations rather than rank-based satisfaction differences. Most commissioned officers have 
initial service commitments of four to five years, which typically prevents separation before promotion 
to O-3. From O-4 through O-10, all higher officer ranks are significantly less likely to attrit, with the 
negative effect strengthening considerably at the highest echelons (e.g., O-10 coefficient = –3.4704, 𝑝 
< 0.001). This indicates a strong retention effect for mid- to senior-grade officers. 

Male officers are also significantly less likely to attrit than female officers (𝑝 < 0.001), which 
mirrors the finding for enlisted airmen. Unlike with enlisted airmen, none of the specific marital status 
categories (divorced, legally separated, married, single, and widowed) was a statistically significant 
predictor of attrition for officers. 
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The random effects component for officers is statistically significant and substantially larger than 
for enlisted personnel (𝜎-	= 0.5641). The intraclass correlation 𝜌 also indicates that approximately 8.8 
percent of the total variance in the log-odds of officer attrition is attributable to unobserved 
individual-specific factors. These two variables highlight the fact that individual-level, time-invariant 
characteristics that are not captured by the observed variables play a more substantial role in 
explaining officer attrition patterns than they do for enlisted airmen’s. 

Summary 
Although attrition of both enlisted and officers is influenced by age, years of service, and the 

number of career moves (with more moves consistently predicting lower attrition), key differences 
emerge. Base location desirability, a significant factor for enlisted retention, does not significantly 
affect officers. The relationship between pay grade and attrition is more complex for officers, 
particularly at junior officer ranks (O-3). Furthermore, marital status, significant for enlisted 
retention, does not appear to be a determinant for officers. 
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Appendix D 

Local Move Analysis: Additional 
Details 

To explore opportunities for the USAF to maintain career development requirements 
traditionally achieved through PCS moves without incurring the costs of frequent PCS moves, we 
evaluated local move rates for USAF personnel. Our study of local moves encompassed 372,027 
officer moves (324,685 PCS and 47,342 local) and 1,366,264 enlisted moves (1,290,047 PCS and 
76,217 local), representing comprehensive coverage of USAF personnel movements between FY 2006 
and FY 2023, using data extracted from longitudinal active duty officer and enlisted master personnel 
records. Geographic clustering analysis employed 50-mile proximity criteria to identify installations 
offering internal career progression opportunities. 

Both officer and enlisted populations demonstrate similar temporal variation in local move 
utilization, suggesting that common policy influences affected geographic career mobility across the 
force. The percentage of all officer moves that were local ranged from 12.3 in FY 2016 to 17.4 in FY 
2007, while enlisted percentages varied from 4.4 (FY 2020) to 7.8 (FY 2015). Notable periods of 
variation correspond to major force structure changes, including the following: 2006–2010, post-9/11 
force expansion with high overall PCS volume; 2010–2011, Base Realignment and Closure 
implementation and joint base formations; 2015, peak enlisted local move utilization (7.8 percent); 
and 2020–2021, coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic impacts on personnel movement. 

Comparing Officer and Enlisted Local Moves 
The most striking difference between officer and enlisted local moves appears in National Capital 

Region utilization. Officers concentrated 22.5 percent of their local moves in the Washington, D.C., 
area, establishing the District of Columbia as essential for career progression. When including the 
extended Northern Virginia corridor (Chantilly, Fort Belvoir, and Quantico areas), officer 
concentration increases further. Enlisted personnel show moderate concentration (5.8 percent) in the 
core D.C. area, primarily in support and presidential airlift roles rather than policy positions. 

For enlisted personnel, San Antonio represents the largest geographic cluster (19.3 percent of 
enlisted local moves), serving as the comprehensive technical training ecosystem. Officers used San 
Antonio for 9.1 percent of their local moves, indicating its important but secondary role in officer 
development compared with those in policy-focused locations. 

Certain geographic clusters serve population-specific functions. The Special Operations Complex 
in northwest Florida accounts for 7.8 percent of enlisted local moves but minimal officer 
concentration, reflecting the technical specialist nature of special operations units. Conversely, 
Colorado Springs serves primarily officer development (6.3 percent of officer local moves) for space 
operations and officer education. 
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In our analysis, we found that several major installations function as stand-alone career 
development centers rather than geographic clusters. Scott AFB serves as Air Mobility Command 
headquarters, with significant activity for both populations (1,057 officer and 2,410 enlisted local 
moves). Offutt AFB shows contrasting patterns, with minimal officer local moves (412) but 
substantial enlisted activity (3,567), which reflects its role in strategic system maintenance rather than 
policy development. 

Strategic Implications 
From a workforce development perspective, the data reveal that the USAF operates dual career 

development systems optimized for different workforce requirements. The concentration of officer 
local moves in specific areas, particularly Washington, D.C., Wright-Patterson AFB, and Colorado 
Springs, indicates that geographic experience has become integral to officer advancement. Senior 
leadership development increasingly requires policy experience available primarily in the National 
Capital Region, while technical career fields necessitate assignment to specialized centers of excellence. 
Enlisted career development follows a more geographically distributed model, with local moves 
concentrated at major operational wings and technical training installations. This pattern suggests that 
enlisted advancement depends more on technical competency and operational experience than on 
specific geographic assignments. 

In terms of economic and retention considerations, the 5.6 percent of enlisted moves that were 
local compared with 12.7 percent for officers suggests potential inefficiency in leveraging local moves 
for enlisted personnel. Local moves typically cost significantly less than traditional PCS assignments 
while providing career advancement opportunities. The lower enlisted utilization might represent 
untapped potential for cost savings and retention improvement. 

Regarding family stability, officers benefit from more frequent opportunities to advance their 
careers while maintaining family stability through local moves. This advantage might contribute to 
officer retention but could create geographic constraints for advancement. Enlisted personnel face 
more frequent household relocations for career progression, potentially affecting retention decisions 
differently across geographic regions. 

The concentration of officer development opportunities in specific metropolitan areas creates 
potential equity issues: Officer career progression increasingly requires willingness and ability to serve 
in high-cost metropolitan areas, particularly Washington, D.C. This requirement could disadvantage 
officers whose personal circumstances preclude assignment to these locations. Additionally, 
installations serving as officer development hubs receive different resource investments from 
installations focused on enlisted development, which could create disparities in career support 
infrastructure. 

Conclusions and Implications 
This analysis reveals that the USAF has evolved sophisticated but divergent workforce 

development strategies for officer and enlisted populations. The officer corps follows a geographically 
concentrated model requiring specific metropolitan area experience for advancement, while the 
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enlisted force maintains a more operationally distributed pattern focused on technical competency 
development. 

The 12.7 percent of officer moves that were local versus 5.6 percent of enlisted moves indicates 
that geographic career clustering has become integral to officer development while remaining 
supplementary for enlisted careers. This difference reflects the hierarchical nature of officer 
advancement, in which policy and headquarters experience has become essential for senior positions. 

The lower enlisted local move rate represents both a potential opportunity and policy challenge. 
Expanding enlisted local career progression could improve retention and reduce costs but requires 
investment in assignment diversity at operational installations. The current system might inadequately 
leverage the potential for place-based enlisted career development. 

Future research should examine the relationship between local move opportunities and retention 
rates across career fields and geographic regions. Additionally, analysis of promotion rates and career 
satisfaction relative to local move availability could inform optimization of the geographic career 
architecture. 

The data suggest that both populations benefit from geographic career clustering but in 
fundamentally different patterns, which is a reflection of their distinct organizational roles. 
Understanding and optimizing these patterns will be crucial for effective workforce management in an 
era of strategic competition requiring both deep expertise and operational flexibility. 
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Appendix E 

Stakeholder Workshop Methodology 
and Results 

In June 2025, we held a workshop, Operation Station Stability, to convene key USAF 
stakeholders to review policy options for extending assignment durations for active duty USAF 
officers (ranks of O-5 and below) and enlisted personnel (ranks of E-8 and below). The four-hour, 
virtual workshop held over Microsoft Teams brought 47 participants from the RAND project team, 
HAF, AFPC, and USAF career field manager offices. Participants in the workshop contributed their 
policy expertise and practitioner insights to develop and present creative, innovative policy options to 
extend assignment durations, all of which generated key insights and findings for this report. 

Prior to the workshop, we held a virtual preworkshop sync to review rules of engagement and 
describe the context for our AFPC-sponsored project. The preworkshop sync served two purposes: It 
gave participants exposure to the varied components of our project related to potential options for 
policy change for the USAF assignment system, and it gave participants an opportunity to identify and 
resolve any technological issues, thereby maximizing time for collaboration in the workshop itself. 

In the preworkshop sync, we accomplished the following: 

• introduced our understanding of the USAF assignment system through a logic model 
• provided an overview of the Operation Station Stability workshop 
• introduced a simple version of the analytic model that we developed to empirically assess the 

impact that potential policy options could have on assignment durations 
• provided an example policy option and accompanying model output 
• conducted participant introductions and an icebreaker poll to gauge initial prioritization of the 

specific outcomes of interest—cost, readiness, and retention. 

Workshop Execution 
The workshop involved collaborative development, presentation, and evaluation of deliberate 

policy changes designed to extend assignment durations. We assigned participants representing 
different offices and distinct elements of the assignment process to breakout groups (with five to six 
participants per breakout group) to identify policy options that would extend assignment durations, 
minimize cost, maximize readiness, and optimize retention. We embedded a RAND facilitator, 
notetaker, and modeler into each breakout group to address questions, moderate the discussion, 
provide empirical insights, and document discussion topics. 

We asked each breakout group to organize its proposed policy option into a provided quad chart 
template to describe an overview of the policy option; the cost, readiness, and retention strengths of 
the proposed policy option; the cost, readiness, and retention weaknesses of the proposed policy 
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option; and policy option implementation considerations. Each breakout group presented its 
developed quad charts to workshop participants and addressed clarifying and substantive questions 
from workshop participants and role players (i.e., the AFPC commander and the director of AFPC’s 
Research, Analysis, and Data Division). 

Following presentations and ensuing discussions, we asked workshop participants to 
systematically evaluate the policy options presented in terms of the following criteria: 

• the degree to which the policy option would reduce the USAF’s PCS expenditures 
• the extent to which the policy option would enhance the USAF’s preparedness and 

operational capability  
• the degree to which the policy option would increase the length of service of qualified USAF 

personnel where needed 
• the extent to which changes to operationalize the policy are identified (e.g., USAF or DOW 

policy, congressional statute legislation) 
• overall quality (i.e., the overall potential for the policy to extend assignment durations, 

improve organizational function, and achieve the USAF mission). 

We concluded the workshop by revealing key results of this survey, identifying which policy 
option was evaluated to be the best in terms of overall quality. We held a concluding open discussion 
on a variety of topics, including revamping approaches to talent management, development, and 
promotion; revisiting assumptions about assignment preferences; and determining ways to quickly 
operationalize recommendations to save PCS costs. 

Stakeholder Policy Options 
Table E.1 summarizes the workshop participants’ policy options, as well as modeled outputs, 

using a draft version of our SAM and real-time RAND project analyst evaluation.110 

 
110 RAND project team analysts were embedded within workshop stakeholder breakout groups to observe participant 
discussions and policy option development. During the workshop, project analysts inputted breakout group policy options into 
the draft SAM to model initial outputs using available data. Modeled outputs include the number of move reductions for 
operational and rotational moves and projected cost savings tied to move reductions. Modeled outputs are initial assessments 
only, based on draft models and analyst assessments in real time, and provided real-time feedback to workshop participants on 
the potential outcomes of their proposed policy options. Because policy options varied in terms of applicable population resulting 
in variation within the data resources available for real-time analysis, modeled outputs are not standardized across groups. 
Additional analysis is required to generate accurate expected outputs from these policy options. 
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Table E.1. Operation Station Stability Proposed Policy Options 

Team 
Assignment 

Policy Option 
Title Policy Option Description 

Modeling Output 
Reduction in 

the Number of 
Moves 

Reduction in 
Cost 

Gold 48 Months 
Abroad: Elite 
Readiness, 
Maximum 
Lethality 

Extend OCONUS tour length to 48 months 
(excluding short tour locations). 

Officers: 1,156 
rotational  

$34 million 

  Enlisted: 4,195  $67.9 million 

Green Plus One Year: 
Maximizing In-
Place 
Developmental 
Opportunities 

Increase TOS requirements by 1 year, 
resulting in 60-month CONUS assignments, 
with an additional 1 year of TOS eligibility 
for special programs and 36-month 
leadership tours for officers. Add an 
additional year of TOS for overseas long 
tour eligibility. Modify overseas tour 
selection priority for enlisted personnel. 

Officers: 800 
operational, 
2,000 rotational  

$72 million 

 Enlisted: 400 
operational, 
10,000+ 
rotational  

$183 million 

Silver Mandated TOS 
with Extension 
Incentives 

Mandate 4 years/48-month TOS 
requirements for officers and enforce 4- to 
6-year contract (with possibility to extend 
for an extra year) for enlisted members. 
Provide incentives for certain locations 
(e.g., financial, allowances for uniforms and 
equipment) and liberal approval of 
extension (location dependent/mission set). 
Change TOS for the Base of Preference 
program from 8 months to 16 months. 

Officers: 0.15% <1% 
 Enlisted: 0.7%  1.2% 

Blue Extend Rated TOS 
to 48 Months 

Extend TOS for rated personnel to 48 
months (from existing 36-month minimum). 

As average 
TOS increased 
by 0.5–1.5 
years, total of 
between 520 
and 1,192 

As average 
TOS 
increased by 
0.5–1.5 years, 
$13 million to 
$29.9 million 

 

Stakeholder Evaluation of Policy Options 
Workshop participants expressed general enthusiasm for the “48 Months Abroad: Elite 

Readiness, Maximum Lethality” and “Plus One Year: Maximizing In-Place Developmental 
Opportunities” policy options, as evaluated through responses to survey questions asking about 
“overall quality.” When asked to choose between the various policy options, nine of the 19 participants 
indicated that Plus One Year was the “highest quality” policy option. Survey responses provided some 
justifications for these selections, with many workshop participants commenting on the attractiveness 
of the broad sample of the population affected and related sizable cost savings. 

Participants considered other policy options as more favorable when using different criteria 
beyond overall quality. When asked to rank each of the proposed policy options on a 1–7 scale in 
terms of overall quality, 48 Months Abroad received the highest evaluations, an average rating of 5.24 
(compared with an average rating of 5.20 for Plus One Year).  

When considering optimizing retention and maximizing readiness, workshop participants evaluated 
the “Extend Rated TOS to 48 Months” policy option to have the most “highly positive impact on 
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retention” (receiving an average rating of 4.9 on a 1–7 scale) and the most “highly positive impact on 
readiness” (receiving an average rating of 5.71 on a 1–7 scale). Several workshop participants 
highlighted that this proposed policy option was attractive in that it would be the “quickest” and 
“easiest to implement.” 

When considering cost savings, workshop participants determined that Plus One Year would 
generate the most “significant cost savings” (receiving an average rating of 6.15 on a 1–7 scale). Extend 
Rated TOS to 48 Months—considered favorable in terms of the other evaluation criteria—was less 
positively evaluated for cost savings (receiving an average rating of 4.33 on a 1–7 scale). One workshop 
participant said that Extend Rated TOS to 48 Months “was the last choice because the change 
affected a much smaller demographic [and] would result in minimal cost savings.” Another workshop 
participant said that “cost savings are too limited for” Extend Rated TOS to 48 Months. 

The following narrative responses reveal prioritization considerations informing policy option 
evaluations (we have added italics to identify project priorities): 

• “Gold was the first choice because the change affected a larger population meaning cost savings 
for the Air Force. Blue was the last choice because the change affected a much smaller 
demographic which would result in minimal cost savings.” 

• “Cost savings are too limited for silver and blue.” 
• “The feasibility and quickness of implementation of Blue Team, despite limited savings is 

attractive.” 
• “Feasibility. Most other options would require policy changes outside of AFPC and/or DAF.” 
• “The choices are ranked in descending order respective to how useful they are [for] readiness, 

retention, and saving true $$.” 
• “I chose to look at it as a feasibility and cost savings approach.”  
• “My choices are based on which choices maximize cost savings and readiness.” 
• “Looked at feasibility of implementation” 
• “Retention and quality of life” 
• “Rank based on cost savings.” 

There appears to be a disconnect between the priorities identified in the preworkshop sync 
exercise and the priorities identified in the narrative comments of the workshop survey. Although 
eight workshop participants identified readiness as the top priority consideration in the preworkshop 
sync icebreaker and four workshop participants identified cost savings as the top priority, cost savings 
was the most frequently cited justification factor in the workshop survey comments. This might reflect 
either unstable priorities or changing preferences when moving from abstract to concrete policy 
evaluations. We conclude that determining optimal policy options reflects differences in opinion about 
the prioritization of cost, readiness, and retention factors, with no clear optimal policy choice agreed 
upon by workshop participants. 
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Appendix F 

Stakeholder and Subject-Matter 
Expert Discussion Methodology 

We held discussions with a total of 25 stakeholders and SMEs in 15 sessions. Among our 
discussants, nine stakeholders worked in USAF offices in HAF, AFPC, or a CFM team; 16 SMEs 
worked as RAND researchers with expertise in the military assignment system. Discussions provided 
insights and expertise on USAF assignment system policies, practices, and career development 
dynamics. 

To identify stakeholders from the USAF, we requested contact information from our project 
sponsor’s office and from stakeholders when they suggested other personnel we should contact. We 
emailed invitations for voluntary participation in our discussions, providing general background 
information on the project. We asked stakeholders to provide times to schedule a virtual, unclassified 
discussion based on their availability. 

To identify RAND SMEs, we circulated an internal, informal survey among RAND researchers 
with expertise in military assignments. The survey asked RAND researchers to indicate their expertise 
in military assignment processes and their assessment of how longer assignments could affect cost, 
readiness, and retention. We emailed several respondents to request discussions to learn more about 
their survey comments and to provide general background information on the project. We asked 
SMEs to provide times to schedule a virtual, unclassified discussion based upon their availability. 

We conducted all stakeholder and SME discussions over Microsoft Teams between February and 
May 2025. Each discussion consisted of one or two discussants and, from the RAND project team, 
one discussion leader, a notetaker, and, in some cases, one to two additional project team members. 
The discussions were semistructured and used a predeveloped protocol to guide the questions and 
discussion. We provided both the protocol and informed consent documentation to all discussants in 
advance of the scheduled discussion. When applicable, we asked discussants to send any supporting 
documents to us after the conversation for use as background material in support of this project. 

The protocol used in the discussion addressed general introductory questions on stakeholder and 
SME backgrounds; assignment-related policies and processes; expected impacts on variables of cost, 
readiness, and retention if assignment durations were lengthened; and closing questions requesting 
recommendations for other discussants, as well as any final topics that discussants wanted to raise. 
Specific questions used during the stakeholder and SME discussions across these general categories 
are described next. 

General Assignment Process Discussion 
1. Describe the current Air Force assignment process. 
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a. Follow-up: What different factors are included? 

i. Probe: career progression, school, short/long tours, family status 

2. Why does the current assignment process function the way it does? 

a. Follow-up: What different institutions or actors are involved? 

i. Probe: AFPC, career field manager, senior leaders, HAF/A1 [Manpower, Personnel, 
and Services Directorate] 

b. Follow-up: What policy or doctrine directs this assignment process? 

3. Describe the role of assignment duration in the current assignment process. 

a. Follow-up: After how long do people move to new assignments? Why? 

Impacts of the Air Force Assignment Process 
1. What works well in the current assignment process? 
2. What are the limitations of the current assignment process? 
3. What are the impacts that current assignment duration processes could have on the 

workforce? 
4. How might assignment processes change with the ongoing DAF reorganization? 

Policy Options for the Air Force Assignment Process 
1. What recommendations do you have for alternative assignment processes? 
2. What recommendations do you have for changing assignment duration? 
3. What impacts would these changes have on the Air Force workforce and, more broadly, the 

service? 

Conclusion 
1. If you had a magic wand and money and time were not issues, what is one thing you would 

change about the Air Force assignment process?  
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Appendix G 

Insights from Other Services’ and 
Allied Nations’ Reforms to Assignment 
Systems 

As the USAF implements targeted PCS reductions, we examined ongoing efforts to change 
assignment system processes within the USMC and the British Army by conducting a literature scan 
of open-source publications, policy documents, and news articles addressing assignments and talent 
management in the USMC and the British Army. These cases offer several insights and lessons 
learned for the USAF to consider when implementing changes to its assignment system. 

A Case Study from the U.S. Marine Corps 
Traditionally, the USMC has had a greater focus than other services have on maintaining a highly 

junior, bottom-heavy grade structure pyramid. To achieve this, the USMC “discharge[s] 
approximately 75% of first-term Marines every year, recruiting roughly an equal number of 
replacements to fill the ranks.”111 However, beginning in 2022, the USMC initiated an effort called 
Talent Management 2030 to recalibrate its balance between retention and recruitment, with the aim 
of building a more mature force. 

Increased Emphasis on Permanent Changes of Assignment over 
Permanent Changes of Station 

The USMC has said that, as a consequence of its annual PCS cycle, 

[u]nits are left with gaps in key leadership positions; stability is disrupted as leaders 
are in a perpetual state of “turnover”; and training quality is diminished when 
Marines, in transit or preparing to move their families, cannot participate or are 
otherwise distracted.112  

It has also noted the considerable strain the current PCS tempo puts on families, including 
disruptions to spousal employment and to dependents’ educational stability. To address these issues, 
the USMC directed monitors to make regular use of PCA orders to keep marines and their families in 
the same geographic location if the location has opportunities for career growth. Furthermore, it 
articulated what appears to be an attempt to enact a cultural shift, noting that “homesteading” should 

 
111 USMC, Department of the Navy, Talent Management 2030, November 2021, p. 6. 
112 USMC, 2021, p. 11.  
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not be viewed negatively but rather as “a vehicle for improving training, increasing unit stability, and 
reducing the stresses we place on our families.”113 

Increased Career Flexibility 
The USMC is also focused on increasing career flexibility, with a specific aim toward broadening 

the experience and education of the USMC’s senior leaders. Prior to Talent Management 2030 
changes, becoming a general officer required following strict career paths and timelines; pursuit of 
nonstandard experience was “shunned.”114 The USMC is seeking to broaden the experience of its 
senior leaders via two avenues: promotion and education board “opt-outs” and enhanced parental 
leave. 

Prior to the proposed changes, USMC officers were disincentivized from pursuing opportunities 
that conflicted with their movement into key billets, even if these opportunities yielded long-term 
benefits to the service. Such rigidity is claimed to result in “an unhealthy uniformity in experience 
among our senior leaders.”115 To address this deficiency, the USMC is now encouraging these broader 
experiences by, at a minimum, increasing the “visibility of the Career Intermission Program, 
adjust[ing] promotion board precepts, and introduc[ing] a penalty-free, promotion board ‘opt-out’ 
option.”116 These opt-outs allow officers to pursue extended educational programs and bring the 
USMC in line with similar policies in the Army and the USAF. 

The USMC is also increasing the durations of its parental leave programs for both primary and 
secondary caregivers. The extent of these increases is unclear, but the initial goal was to increase these 
durations to up to one year for the primary caregiver and up to 12 weeks for a secondary caregiver. 
Additional leave might be possible after the service member agrees to extend their service contract. 
Lastly, a phased return program will allow a gradual return to full-time service. 

Talent Management 2030 Progress Updates 
The USMC published updates to Talent Management 2030 in 2023 and 2024.117 In 2023, the 

USMC indicated that it increased the number of PCAs, decreased the number of nonessential PCS 
moves, and planned to continue minimizing the number of nonessential PCS moves in the future. It 
did not provide information regarding the magnitude of these changes or the magnitude of anticipated 
future changes. Similarly, the 2023 update did not provide detailed information on the impact of opt-
out policy changes but called for assessments to be conducted on the policy change in 2023. That 
assessment is not discussed in the 2024 update. Overall, the PCS-related impacts of the USMC’s 
Talent Management 2030 initiative appear positive but also largely unclear. 

 
113 USMC, 2021, p. 11.  
114 USMC, 2021.  
115 USMC, 2021, p. 12.  
116 USMC, 2021, p. 13.  
117 USMC, Department of the Navy, Talent Management 2030: Update, March 2023; USMC, Department of the Navy, Talent 
Management: Update, November 2024. 
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Of note is that Talent Management 2030 proposes changing not only policy but also culture, yet it 
does not articulate how the USMC intends to change its culture to one that is accepting of fewer PCS 
moves. Closer examination of how (if at all) these policies have changed or could change USMC 
culture could be valuable if the USAF pursues a similar transformation. 

A Case Study from the British Army 
Similar to the USMC with its Talent Management 2030, the British Army is currently 

undergoing a widespread updating of its talent management processes, referred to as Programme 
CASTLE. One outcome of this program will be the creation of new career structures for both officers 
and enlisted personnel, with the goal of better managing talent, tending to the needs of families, and 
giving service members more choice.118 

This program will make British Army officers complete PCS moves less frequently by extending 
TOS from two to four years for many officer billets, with such exclusions as those that are too high-
pressure to sustain and positions for administrative assistants, who benefit from exposure to many 
different positions. As is true for the UMSC’s Talent Management 2030, implementing these 
proposed changes will require overcoming “deep cultural conservatism.”119  

A RAND researcher with expertise in personnel policy in the British military indicated that a 
central goal of Programme CASTLE is to incorporate greater service member agency in the British 
Army assignment process.120 This is not expected to extend TOS across the board; these changes 
would instead allow service members to signal that they are open to being more mobile or signal that 
they desire greater stability. Younger service members, for example, might opt for greater mobility, 
while older service members with families might seek longer TOS. This focus on agency is partly due 
to consistent data indicating that families suffer from the PCS process, which consequently harms 
retention. 

Programme CASTLE is one among many parallel efforts across British military services. 
Although the British Army has a greater expectation to PCS frequently than the British Navy and 
Royal Air Force do, the British Navy is seeking to reduce deployment frequency and duration due in 
part to the burden that deployment places on service members’ families. Although efforts in the 
British Army might be the most relevant to PCS frequency in the USAF, further investigation into 
changes by other British military services could be instructive to the USAF. 
  

 
118 Jack Watling, “The Army’s Officer Career Structure Is Not Fit for Purpose,” commentary, Royal United Services Institute 
for Defence and Security Studies, September 13, 2021. 
119 Watling, 2021. 
120 RAND SME, conversation 6, discussion with the authors, March 4, 2025. 
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Abbreviations 

ADSC active duty service commitment 
AFB Air Force base 
AFIT Air Force Institute of Technology 
AFPC Air Force Personnel Center 
AFSC Air Force specialty code 
CFM career field management 
CONUS continental United States 
DAF Department of the Air Force 
DAFI Department of the Air Force instruction 
DoD U.S. Department of Defense 
DoDI Department of Defense instruction 
DOW U.S. Department of War 
E-SAM Simple Assignment Model, enlisted version 
FE fixed effect 
FY fiscal year 
HAF Headquarters Air Force 
JB joint base 
LPM linear probability model 
MilPDS Military Personnel Data System 
OCONUS outside the continental United States 
O-SAM Simple Assignment Model, officer version 
PCA permanent change of assignment 
PCS permanent change of station 
SAM Simple Assignment Model 
SecAF Secretary of the Air Force 
SME subject-matter expert 
SOFA status of forces agreement 
TDY temporary duty 
TOS time on station 
USAF U.S. Air Force 
USMC U.S. Marine Corps 
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