'ﬂ Research Report

TAHINA MONTOYA, KELLY ATKINSON, LISA M. HARRINGTON

Moditying Air Force Intelligence
Career Development

IN Response to Targeted
Permanent Change

of Station Reductions



https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA3735-3.html
https://www.rand.org/

For more information on this publication, visit www.rand.org/t/RRA3735-3.

About RAND

RAND is a research organization that develops solutions to public policy challenges to help make communities throughout the world
safer and more secure, healthier and more prosperous. RAND is nonprofit, nonpartisan, and committed to the public interest. To learn
more about RAND, visit www.rand.org.

Research Integrity

Our mission to help improve policy and decisionmaking through research and analysis is enabled through our core values of quality
and objectivity and our unwavering commitment to the highest level of integrity and ethical behavior. To help ensure our research
and analysis are rigorous, objective, and nonpartisan, we subject our research publications to a robust and exacting quality-assurance
process; avoid both the appearance and reality of financial and other conflicts of interest through staff training, project screening,
and a policy of mandatory disclosure; and pursue transparency in our research engagements through our commitment to the open
publication of our research findings and recommendations, disclosure of the source of funding of published research, and policies to
ensure intellectual independence. For more information, visit www.rand.org/about/research-integrity.

RAND?’s publications do not necessarily reflect the opinions of its research clients and sponsors.

Published by the RAND Corporation, Santa Monica, Calif.
© 2026 RAND Corporation
RAND? is a registered trademark.

Cover photo by Brigette Waltermire/DVIDS.

Limited Print and Electronic Distribution Rights

This publication and trademark(s) contained herein are protected by law. This representation of RAND intellectual property is
provided for noncommercial use only. Unauthorized posting of this publication online is prohibited; linking directly to its webpage
on rand.org is encouraged. Permission is required from RAND to reproduce, or reuse in another form, any of its research products for
commercial purposes. For information on reprint and reuse permissions, visit www.rand.org/about/publishing/permissions.

RR-A3735-3


http://www.rand.org/t/RRA3735-3
http://www.rand.org
http://www.rand.org/about/research-integrity
http://www.rand.org/about/publishing/permissions

About This Report

In spring 2025, the U.S. Department of War directed the military services to reduce permanent
change of station (PCS) moves, with the potential for widespread implications across services and
within career fields." For this report, we examined the effects of such changes on career development
pathways for intelligence officers and enlisted personnel in the U.S. Air Force (USAF). Drawing on
career field management data and semistructured discussions with subject-matter experts, we explored
how the long-standing practice of frequent reassignment—central to career progression
expectations—could be disrupted by fewer PCS moves and the resulting longer assignments. The
report offers several recommendations for how intelligence career field managers can modify career
development pathways to align with these changes.

The findings are intended to inform USAF leaders, career field managers, and personnel
policymakers as they adapt career trajectories to balance fiscal constraints with developmental needs,
ensuring that both specialized expertise and broad leadership capacity are sustained under new
assignment paradigms.

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 report 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.
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Summary

In May 2025, the U.S. Department of War tasked the military services with implementing
targeted reductions in permanent change of station (PCS) moves, including modifications to career
development pathways.” This report presents a case study of U.S. Air Force (USAF) intelligence
officer and enlisted career development pathways, including considerations for adapting these
pathways to accommodate longer assignment durations.

Issue

The USAF rotates service members through various assignments to maintain unit readiness and
foster the development of essential knowledge, skills, and abilities. Assignments are intertwined with
career development pathways; frequent moves are often associated with markers of optimum career
progression—particularly for intelligence officers. Reducing the frequency of PCS moves by extending

assignment durations will disrupt these established career development practices and expectations.

Approach

We assessed existing intelligence career development pathways and identified opportunities to
modify these pathways in response to longer assignment durations. We reviewed intelligence career
field development plans and practices and conducted discussions with six subject-matter experts in the

USAF intelligence officer (14N) and enlisted (1INX) career fields.

Key Findings

e The intelligence community develops officers and enlisted differently, focusing on breadth
through frequent assignments for officers and depth through career specialization and longer
assignments for enlisted personnel.

o Intelligence officer career development pathways are shaped by cultural expectations that
frequent PCS moves demonstrate career growth.

e Enlisted intelligence career field development is limited by a lack of development management
systems and minimal oversight for junior and midcareer enlisted career development.

e Career field managers (CFMs) value flexibility (e.g., waivers, assignment extensions, and
individual assignment consideration) when aligning career development goals with assignment

actions.

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



e Career development opportunities can be realized through local moves within the same
assignment location if the location offers varied missions or units rather than requiring

relocation to a different base.

Recommendations for Modifying Intelligence Career
Development Pathways

Recommendations that apply to intelligence CFMs are as follows:

e CFMs should tailor intelligence career development pathways to reflect variance in assignment
locations,

e CFMs should identify opportunities to leverage flexible career development practices to
promote intelligence skill development and career growth without a PCS move.

e CFMs should consider creating pathways for intelligence officer specialization to develop
officer depth through longer assignments in select mission areas rather than frequently moving
officers to achieve breadth.

e CFMs should reassess assignment lengths for intelligence officer milestone developmental
opportunities.

e The CFM team should work with the Air Force Personnel Center to reintroduce Talent
Marketplace (or create other personalized assignment tools) to bolster enlisted intelligence

personnel career development management and execution.

Recommendations for Modifying Air Force Career Development
Pathways

Recommendations that apply to CFMs for all officer and enlisted career fields are as follows:

e CFM teams should conduct detailed assessments of their career development policies,
practices, and cultural expectations to inform modifications of career development pathways.

e Enhanced data collection, such as surveys and outcome assessments, can aid CFMs in
modifying career development pathways on an iterative basis.

e CFM teams can conduct road-show briefings or state-of-the-field calls to disseminate new
expectations for career development pathways to the workforce.

e CFM teams can incorporate service member feedback and preferences within modification

considerations to streamline the implementation of new processes and policies.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

In May 2025, the U.S. Department of War (DOW) directed the military services to implement
targeted reductions in permanent change of station (PCS) moves in order to generate cost efficiencies
for the department.” The memorandum also tasked the services to modify career development
pathways “to prioritize geographic stability and permit some officers and NCOs [noncommissioned
officers] to specialize in lieu of gaining generalized experience across a range of functions.” This dual
mandate reveals the interconnected nature of PCS moves and career development: Service members
often discuss the need to “move for development,” which is a reflection of the military’s institutional
practices to develop knowledge, skills, and abilities within the workforce by rotating personnel
through progressive assignments.

This report presents a case study of the U.S. Air Force (USAF) intelligence career field, consisting
of officers (14N) and enlisted personnel (1NX). Specifically, for this report, we evaluated how
assignment and career development processes align for intelligence career fields.” We offer insights
into how intelligence career field managers (CFMs) can modify career development pathways, in line
with DOW directives. Beyond its intelligence-specific focus, this report provides an example of the
type of in-depth analysis that can inform other CFMs as they consider modifications to career
development pathways.

Air Force Career Development Processes

The USAF designs and maintains a force development program that “[develops] all members
through a deliberate, career-long process based on valid requirements and priorities identified by the
DAF [Department of the Air Force] two-letter/digit organizations, major commands, field
commands, and those specified through higher headquarters policy and guidance.”® Several offices and
teams work together within the functional management structure to execute the force development

program, including the functional authorities (i.e., senior leaders who provide corporate perspective of

3 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, 2025. DOW is designated the Department of Defense under Public Law 81-216, National Security Act
Amendments of 1949,

* Hurst, 2025, p. 2.

> Our research effort on this topic originated when the Air Force Personnel Center (AFPC) tasked our RAND team to model
assignment durations and assess outcomes related to cost, readiness, and retention. For the report resulting from this project
tasking, see Kelly Atkinson, Lisa M. Harrington, Anna White Hewitt, R. Gordon Rinderknecht, Albert A. Robbert, Kelly
Piazza, James Fan, Anthony Lawrence, Jessica Lu, Nathan Thompson, Sankalp Kumar, and Anton Wu, Air Force Assignment
Durations: Modeling Policy Changes and Their Effects on Cost, Readiness, and Retention, RAND Corporation, RR-A3735-1, 2026.

6 Secretary of the Air Force, Total Force Development and Management, DAF Policy Directive 36-26, January 18, 2024a,
paragraph 1.1.1.



institutional requirements, force management, and development), functional managers (i.e., senior
leaders, designated by the functional authority, who provide day-to-day management over specific
functional communities), development teams (DT's), CFMs, and assignment teams.’

Within this structure, CFMs serve as the primary advocates for their career fields and are
responsible for career field policy and guidance.® They build and manage officer- and enlisted-specific
career development plans across different Air Force specialty codes (AFSCs), identifying levels of job
proficiency and knowledge that personnel should acquire from assignments as they advance in their
careers. For the intelligence career field, the CFM teams are located within the Headquarters Air
Force (HAF) Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance directorate (HAF/A2).

CFMs coordinate with AFPC assignment teams and AFSC-specific DT's to align career
development models with assignment trajectories and promotion requirements. CFMs provide plans
to AFPC assignment teams indicating which assignments to prioritize, and AFPC generates taskings
to execute PCS moves—a process that considers the needs of the USAF, institutional requirements,
tour rotations outside the continental United States (OCONUS), and fiscal budgets.’

As the final component in this process, DT's communicate career field interests regarding where
officers should be assigned.'” DT's consist of senior officers who hold leadership positions in the career
field and meet on a routine basis to review the records of officers. They nominate personnel for special
duties, such as command or school programs; provide feedback on career development and strengths
or gaps in an officer’s record; and make recommendations on future assignments. AFPC also considers

these recommendations when executing PCS moves.

Motivations and Methodology

To examine the connections between assignments and career development pathways, we
conducted a case study of the intelligence career field for several reasons. Two of the authors are
USAF Reserve intelligence officers with a combined 34 years of active and reserve component service
in the intelligence career field, offering significant lived experience that was foundational to our
analysis of the career field. Second, intelligence personnel can “go anywhere”—they can be assigned at
nearly every base around the world, so evaluating this case enables a global assessment of the
interactions between assignments and career development. Additionally, the USAF has approximately
3,600 intelligence officers—representing 6.0 percent of USAF officers—and 14,500 enlisted

intelligence personnel—representing 5.8 percent of USAF enlisted personnel."" Examining career field

7 Secretary of the Air Force, 20244, p. 12.
8 Secretary of the Air Force, 20244, p. 11.

°In response to reviewing a draft version of this report, personnel on the intelligence CFM team provided the following insight:
CEM teams are responsible for generating career development plans but do not hold authority to execute plans. The distribution
of assignment policy authority and responsibility across organizations (e.g,, AFPC, CFM teams, and the HAF Manpower,
Personnel, and Services Directorate) can constrain implementation of CFM career development models, particularly for enlisted
personnel.

10 Bplisted personnel do not meet DT boards and have different career development processes, as discussed in Chapter 2 of this
report.

'We derived these data from the September 2024 active duty officer and enlisted monthly extracts, contained within the
Military Personnel Data System provided to RAND by the DAF.



management for intelligence personnel enabled us to review a comparable and representative sample
size from USAF officer and enlisted workforces.

We held semistructured discussions with six subject-matter experts (SME:s) in six separate
discussion sessions between February and May 2025."* Discussants represented perspectives from
AFPC assignment teams, CFM teams, intelligence training, and operational intelligence at the
squadron level. Discussions provided insights on USAF assignment system policies, practices, and

career development dynamics unique to the active duty intelligence career field."

Structure of the Report

In Chapter 2, we provide a brief overview of intelligence career development management practices
and discuss SME perspectives on the relationship between career development and assignments. In
Chapter 3, we identify key insights from our SME discussions and provide recommendations for
intelligence CFMs to consider when modifying career development pathways to align with longer

assignments.

276 identify stakeholders from the USAF, we requested contact information from our project sponsot’s office and from
stakeholders when they suggested other personnel we should contact. We note the relatively small sample size of our discussant
pool (n = 6) and acknowledge that, although discussants contributed perspectives representing the offices and organizations
involved in intelligence career development management practices, these discussants do not reflect a representative sample of
USAF intelligence personnel, and the potential for bias is high given the relatively small sample size.

B Our analysis focused on active duty intelligence career field development pathways. Reserve and Guard components maintain
different policies and practices for assignment durations and career development, so they fall outside the scope of our analysis.



Chapter 2

Perspectives on Career Development
and Assignments for Air Force
Intelligence Personnel

Understanding the Status Quo for Intelligence Career
Development

Our research and analyses indicate that career development for USAF intelligence officers focuses
on breadth over depth, with assignments spanning a variety of missions and unit types in order to
grow a cadre of intelligence officers that is, colloquially speaking, “a mile wide and an inch deep.” The
intelligence functional community leverages DAF Manual 14-401, Intelligence Analysis and Targeting
Tradecraft/Data Standards,' to identify the requisite knowledge, skills, and abilities needed within the
intelligence officer workforce and to design career development pathways to meet these requirements.
Intelligence talent management frameworks—published guidance documents through which the
CFM outlines how the career field develops, tracks, and sustains intelligence skills to enable career
development—specify functional competencies of analysis, collection, targeting, and integration as key
knowledge components for intelligence officers who must understand and apply these competencies
across USAF, joint, and intelligence community operations.'

Discussions with SMEs revealed that traditional intelligence officer assignments typically last four
years at locations in the continental United States (CONUS) and three years for joint positions or
OCONUS tours. Officer leadership positions, such as squadron commander or director of
operations, are intentionally limited to two years. According to discussions with CFM SMEs, these
shorter leadership tours provide a fresh perspective to the role while ensuring that development
opportunities are available for future year groups and avoiding burnout from too much time in these
demanding roles.

Although the USAF develops intelligence officers for breadth to use them across a variety of
assignments, the USAF subdivides enlisted intelligence personnel into several areas. Traditional
enlisted intelligence career fields include operations intelligence (1NO), geospatial intelligence (IN1),
signals intelligence (1N2), cryptologic language (1IN3), and fusion intelligence (1N4), with additional

intelligence career fields spanning airborne intelligence and cyber intelligence.' Enlisted intelligence

14 Secretary of the Air Force, Intelligence Analysis and Targeting Tradecraft/Data Standards, DAF Manual 14-401, May 26, 2021,
incorporating change 1, October 2, 2024b.

15 Afrer reviewing a draft version of this report, personnel on the intelligence CFM team noted that intelligence officers make up
the largest nonrated officer career field and that the diversity of intelligence officers’ competencies poses a particular challenge to
career development efforts.

16 Eor more information on enlisted intelligence career fields, see USAF, “Careers: Cyber and Intelligence,” webpage, undated.



personnel specialize in these career fields and fill assignments that provide opportunities for advanced
skill proficiency and increasing supervisory responsibilities as they progress in rank.

In contrast with what they said about officers, CFM SMEs indicated that intelligence enlisted
personnel receive minimal structured career development prior to promotion to the rank of chief
master sergeant (E-9). Instead, they said, the enlisted assignment process is governed by a “select,
match, fill” model administered primarily by AFPC in which the longest time on station (TOS) drives
an assignment action, with the airmen holding the longest TOS moving first. CFM SMEs indicated
that E-8s and below have no authority or influence over individual assignment decisions and that such
factors as education, training, and individual performance are largely excluded from consideration for
assignments.

In the rest of this chapter, we provide insights gleaned from discussions with SMEs representing
perspectives from CFMs, AFPC assignment teams, training units, and operational units. In our
discussions, SMEs assessed the strengths and weaknesses of existing career development management
practices, with specific consideration of how assignment duration interacts with career development
pathways. The research question that guided our SME discussions and our analysis of their responses
is as follows: How would making USAF assignments longer affect intelligence career development

practices and personnel expectations for career advancement?

Perspectives from Subject-Matter Experts
Intelligence Officers

Discussions with intelligence officer assignment team personnel at AFPC revealed that intelligence
officers are expected to rotate across a variety of assignments and mission sets to build experience and
breadth, which are key requirements identified by the intelligence career field functional community.
Remaining too long in a single location or mission, referred to as stagnation, is seen as hindering
leadership abilities and promotion opportunities. This is particularly true at bases or assignments for
which permanent change of assignment (PCA) moves are not possible."”

Initial assignments following intelligence officer training at Goodfellow Air Force Base, Texas, are
driven largely by USAF needs and billet availability, although classroom performance also plays a role
in competitive assignment selection. These first assignments influence an officer’s initial
developmental trajectory, often establishing their baseline for future opportunities.

SMEs representing CFM perspectives identified that DOW policy stipulates a minimum TOS
for CONUS assignments of three years.'® Discussants said that this requirement often conflicts with
operational realities of the intelligence career field, especially at locations where PCAs are not feasible.
They noted that locations with diverse mission sets, such as Langley Air Force Base, Virginia, or
Ramstein Air Base, Germany, offer productive opportunities for achieving career development goals
because officers can obtain a variety of types of experience through PCAs among units. Alternatively,

17 A PCA move is one in which “a service member is permanently reassigned from one organization to another organization with
no change of permanent duty station” (see Secretary of the Air Force, Total Force Assignments, DAFI 36-2110, August 9, 2024,
incorporating change 1, September 17, 2025, paragraph 3.4.2.2.1).

18 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.



more constrained bases with less of an intelligence footprint—such as Cannon Air Force Base, New
Mexico—can limit an officer’s career growth, particularly if the assignment length is long.

SME:s from AFPC noted that, although 365-day deployments offer formalized incentives
(including assignment preference and TOS deferral or extension), these benefits vary in perceived
value depending on an officer’s personal and professional circumstances. Officers also have the ability
in some circumstances to use the seven-day option process to decline assignments," but these
decisions to separate or retire in lieu of taking an assignment are not systematically analyzed by AFPC
or CFMs. This lack of analysis can result in limited insight into the relationship between assignments
and retention.

Ultimately, SMEs representing the CFM perspective assessed that the intelligence community’s
end state is to develop future senior leaders—such as USAF intelligence leaders (A2), joint
intelligence leaders (J2s), and intelligence leaders within combatant commands—with a solid
understanding of the intelligence enterprise. CFM SME:s indicated that the DT process has become
more structured and mentorship-driven but that the lack of assignment duration flexibility can hinder
CFM implementation of the goals that DT's may set for officers whose records they review. For
example, CFMs might want to keep some personnel at a particular location longer to achieve more
career development or move other personnel before they complete TOS requirements to capitalize on
growth opportunities, yet CFMs cannot dictate such actions. Acknowledging that AFPC operates
under budget constraints, CFM SMEs assessed that flexibility wherever possible can empower career
field leadership to align officer development with operational requirements.

Intelligence Enlisted Personnel

SME:s representing perspectives from enlisted intelligence CFMs discussed systemic challenges in
career field management practices related to scale and resourcing. SMEs noted that, at the HAF/A2
level, there are only two NCOs responsible for establishing career development pathways for
approximately 14,500 intelligence enlisted personnel—making individualized planning virtually
impossible. Discussants also noted that Talent Marketplace, a promising tool for airman development,
was discontinued for enlisted personnel despite its potential to align talent with mission needs.*

Although the USAF follows a policy of 48-month CONUS assignment duration,» CFM SMEs
noted that many enlisted airmen remain in place far longer. This extended duration often leads to
stagnation, reduced exposure to diverse mission sets, and reduced promotion competitiveness—
especially to senior ranks. CFM SMEs noted that, although the USAF benefits from cultivating highly
skilled technical experts through the current model, it struggles to produce enlisted leaders with the
breadth required for enterprise-level roles at major commands or combatant commands. Discussants

19 “Officers must submit a request for earlier separation or retirement within 7 days of official notification of a PCS or event”

(Secretary of the Air Force, 2025, paragraph 6.28.3.2.2.2).

20 Talent Marketplace is an online assignment matching platform through which service members can view available assignments
and create preference lists, while billet owners can place online “bids” on service members to fill open billets. AFPC considers this
preference/bid system when executing assignment actions. When referencing Talent Marketplace in this report, we refer to the
existing system that AFPC uses for officer assignments. For more information, see Toni Whaley, “T'alent Marketplace
Developing a Total Force ‘One-Stop-Shop’ Assignment Platform,” AFPC, April 1, 2021.

21 Secretary of the Air Force, 2025, Table 6.1, Rule 1, p. 198.



indicated that, as a result of these processes, longer assignments at the same base with limited PCA

opportunities would hinder career development for enlisted airmen.

Training Perspectives

The 315th Training Squadron at Goodfellow offers a unique lens through which to examine
assignment policies and impacts on career development, given that both its instructors and students—
officers and enlisted—belong to the intelligence career field. An officer instructor benefits from
assignment preference after completing an instructor tour. All training squadron commanders within
Goodfellow’s 17th Training Wing, including the 315th Training Squadron, have the authority to
extend an instructor (officer or enlisted) assignment beyond the initial tour length. Although this
option offers greater flexibility for both the service member and the unit, SMEs indicated that this can
pose challenges: Other tradecraft development opportunities do not exist at or within proximity of
Goodfellow, which can limit career development. SMEs noted that this could increase the difficulty of
attracting talent to critical instructor positions.

On the enlisted side, SMEs assessed that Goodfellow continues to face persistent manning and
recruitment challenges. Training SMEs indicate that up to 20 percent of nonvolunteer selectees
choose to separate from the USAF rather than accept an assignment to the base, and they noted that
extending instructor assignments could further strain retention on the enlisted side. Historically,
enlisted instructors were nominated through the Developmental Special Duty (DSD) program and
received special duty pay, attracting high-performing NCOs.* Although special duty pay remains, the
removal of the DSD process for enlisted applicants to instructor roles has made instructor roles less
competitive and, to some, less prestigious. SMEs indicated that promotion while serving as instructors
at Goodfellow is also challenging for enlisted personnel because it is difficult to stand out among a
strong peer group performing the same duties.

Operational Perspectives

Discussants at the squadron level indicated that a deliberately structured first assignment for
intelligence officers—such as rotating through multiple special operations forces roles over a four-year
tour or specializing in acquisitions intelligence—can lay the foundation for a broad skill set that
directly contributes to long-term career success. SMEs indicated that four-year assignments are
especially valuable for junior officers, who often require up to a year to become fully qualified and can
deploy soon thereafter.

In contrast, SMEs assessed that, with shorter three-year tours (as was the standard when the
SME discussants were starting their careers), both officers and NCOs might have only six to eight
months of meaningful contribution to programs before rotating out to another unit. Yet even with a
four-year timeline, operational churn presents a challenge: One discussant noted that, on average, only
60 percent of squadron personnel are focused on mission tasks at any given time, while the remaining

40 percent are in training, deploying, or preparing to transition.

2DSD assignments are enlisted developmental positions that afford unique leadership roles and responsibilities to mentor and

develop other airmen (Secretary of the Air Force, 2025, p. 486).



SMEs assessed that the current expectation of 48 months TOS for CONUS assignments
provides sufficient time for training, full project life-cycle involvement, and the development of
mission expertise—ultimately returning greater value to the organization. Even though spending four
years in a unit can offer stability and enhance technical skill development for intelligence officers,
SME:s also noted that this timeline can restrict leadership opportunities for midcareer officers—
particularly in units with a limited number of key billets.

Subject-Matter Experts’ Overarching Perspectives on Longer
Assignments

In addition to the insights shared above, SMEs highlighted several aspects of intelligence career
field management practices related to expectations for longer assignments, in light of DOW tasking to
implement PCS reductions.

Regarding leadership development for intelligence officers, they noted that extending
assignment durations can address the churn resulting from frequent PCS moves in and out of an
intelligence squadron but that the USAF should apply these duration extensions judiciously. For
example, SMEs said that a four-year assignment was highly effective in special operations settings,
providing ample time for leadership development and acquiring broad experience. In other locations,
such as a base with only one intelligence squadron, remaining beyond 48 months can impede
leadership growth. These dynamics underscore the importance of matching tour length to missions
available at a specific location rather than relying on a fixed one-size-fits-all approach.

SME:s also noted that aligning developmental needs with operational demands can require
flexibility in assignment durations, with some suggesting a TOS range of three to six years for
intelligence officers, depending on the assignment location. Larger hubs with diverse mission sets, such
as Langley Air Force Base or Ramstein Air Base, are better suited for longer tours that enable
leadership development through rotational opportunities (e.g., PCAs, extensions to existing overseas
assignments, or consecutive overseas tours). In contrast, specialized or remote assignments might
benefit from shorter durations to mitigate burnout and enhance retention.

We found, building on these insights, that flexibility in assignment processes emerged as a top
priority among discussants. SME:s cited existing opportunities to tailor assignment lengths, leverage
waivers for developmental moves, and allow members to remain on station for mission- or family-
specific reasons as valuable opportunities to align talent development with USAF mission
requirements. SMEs noted that this flexibility is especially critical in unique mission areas, such as
acquisition intelligence, in which it may take up to a year for an airman to become fully trained. CFM
SME:s relayed that they often rely on waivers to navigate policy constraints but that the process is
inconsistent, ever-changing, and time-consuming and requires support at multiple levels. Overall,
although discussants acknowledged the fiscal constraints driving pivots to longer assignments, they
voiced concern that rigid and blanket enforcement of longer assignment durations could negatively
affect personnel development and operational agility.

Finally, SMEs noted that culture plays a central role in shaping assignment management and
career development expectations within the intelligence career field. This is especially true for officers,

who are socialized to prioritize breadth of experience as a marker of success, with movement between



a variety of mission sets critical for leadership development and long-term competitiveness. SMEs
surmised that this cultural emphasis on breadth often drives career decisions more than assignment

duration does and that promotion requirements reflect and reinforce these expectations.



Chapter 3

Key Insights and Recommendations

In our discussions with SMEs, we explored relationships between assignments and career
development, with specific consideration for leadership development and mission execution. Although

views varied by rank, role, and organizational level, common themes emerged:

e The intelligence community develops officers for breadth and enlisted personnel for
depth. The fact that officer assignments are frequent drives this model, whereas enlisted
personnel specialize by AFSC and tend to have longer assignments.

o Enlisted intelligence career field management and development pathways are limited by
system constraints (i.e., no utilization of Talent Marketplace or similar systems) and staffing
(ie., only two NCOs are focused on establishing career development pathways at the
HAF/A2 level).

e CFMs appreciate and leverage available flexibilities (i.e., waivers, assignment extensions,
and individual assignment consideration) when aligning career development goals with
assignment policies and practices.

e Cultural expectations of frequent PCS moves to demonstrate career growth are embedded
within intelligence community career development pathways, particularly for intelligence
officers.

e Locations with PCA opportunities could facilitate continuation of current career
development expectations that incorporate a move-for-development perspective. Having
extended assignment durations at locations without opportunities for local moves (i.e., PCA
moves) could hinder career progression if career field management expectations remain

unchanged.”

The analysis suggests that extending TOS will not have uniform effects across career development
pathways for officer and enlisted intelligence personnel. Instead, outcomes will change based on
structural differences in career management practices, cultural expectations of breadth versus depth,
variations in leadership development focus, and uneven career development opportunities across
assignment locations.

With this in mind, intelligence CFMs can take steps to modify career development pathways to
align with reduced PCS moves and resulting longer assignments. The steps we suggest might require
increased staffing at the CFM level, additional data analysis to inform new career development
pathways, increased costs to leverage talent matching tools (i.e., Talent Marketplace for enlisted

2 For modeling analysis of historical assignment rates to locations with existing PCA opportunities, see Atkinson et al., 2026.
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personnel), and feasibility studies to implement new career development pathways.”* We recommend

continued research engagement to address the following requirements:

o CFMs should tailor career development pathways to reflect variation in assignment
locations. For example, longer assignments at a base where intelligence personnel can PCA
among units—and therefore gain exposure to different mission sets—could support different
career development pathways from those at a base with only one mission area or unit.

e CFMs should identify opportunities to leverage flexible career development practices to
promote skill development and career growth. Such opportunities can include remote
training for skill development or virtual developmental education credit, allowing intelligence
personnel to achieve expected career progression without an associated PCS move.

e CFMs should consider creating pathways for intelligence officer specialization to account
for longer assignments in different mission areas. Historical specialization pathways include
special operations, targeting, and signals intelligence. CFMs can identify base locations that
offer opportunities for operational specialization and develop different officer career
development pathways accordingly.

o CFMs should reassess intelligence officer milestone developmental opportunities that
have time limits, potentially adopting longer assignment durations for director of operation
roles or comparable positions. CFMs can coordinate with AFPC and DT stakeholders to
align longer assignment durations in these roles with career development and promotion
requirements associated with completing milestone assignments.

e The CFM team should work with AFPC to reintroduce Talent Marketplace (or create
other personalized assignment tools) to bolster enlisted career development execution.
Having longer assignments could exacerbate existing limitations in career development for
junior and midcareer personnel. Efforts to incorporate service member preferences and
priorities within the assignment process might mitigate potential negative effects of having

longer assignments, particularly in undesirable locations.”

In addition to these recommendations, we recommend the following broad considerations for

CFM teams across all USAF career fields, including intelligence:

e CFM teams should conduct an in-depth evaluation of their career development policies,

practices, and cultural expectations to inform modifications of career pathways.

% In reviewing a draft version of this report, personnel on the intelligence CFM team asked whether our analysis included
assessing impacts on career development pathways resulting from potential mission consolidation or base realignment and closure
processes. Although these areas were outside the scope of this project, future projects could include assessments of these
processes in line with changing Air Force assignment policies and career development pathways.

% In response to our recommendation to reintroduce Talent Marketplace for enlisted personnel, personnel at AFPC provided
feedback to a draft version of this report. AFPC personnel noted that removing enlisted personnel from the Talent Marketplace
system met the direction from HAF Manpower, Personnel, and Services Directorate to standardize enlisted assignment
processes because the beta test to integrate enlisted personnel into Talent Marketplace was not sustainable or scalable and lacked
oversight. AFPC personnel conveyed that the existing process for enlisted assignment actions (1) has a robust automated
matching algorithm and business rules that minimize manual actions, (2) is repeatable, and (3) provides oversight through
adherence to regulatory guidance.
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e CFMs can partner with the DAF survey office to conduct outcome assessments from career
development adjustments to longer assignments, including consistently conducting and
analyzing exit surveys for lessons learned and standardizing the implementation of midpoint
career satisfaction surveys. Enhanced data collection can aid CFMs in modifying career
development pathways on an iterative basis.

e CFM teams can conduct road-show briefings or state-of-the-field calls to disseminate new
expectations for career development pathways to the workforce.

e CFM teams are uniquely placed to transform career field culture through modifying career
development pathways. Incorporating service member feedback and preferences within

modification considerations might streamline implementation of new processes and policies.

Changing assignment durations offers opportunities for USAF CFMs to adjust practices and
policies addressing enlisted career development, setting new cultural expectations for growth and
development in light of longer assignments. Although we focused on the intelligence career field,
CFMs for other AFSCs will face similar challenges in modifying career paths to account for longer
assignments. Understanding existing career field management practices is key to identifying
opportunities for systemic transformation. Through this illustrative case study, we aim to demonstrate
how the in-depth evaluation of existing career development practices can assist CFMs in assessing the

effects of longer assignment durations and updating career development pathways accordingly.
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Abbreviations

AFPC Air Force Personnel Center

AFSC Air Force specialty code

CFM career field manager

CONUS continental United States

DAF Department of the Air Force

DOW U.S. Department of War

DSD Developmental Special Duty

DT development team

HAF Headquarters Air Force

HAF/A2  Headquarters Air Force Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance directorate
NCO noncommissioned officer

OCONUS  outside the continental United States
PCA permanent change of assignment
PCS permanent change of station

SME subject-matter expert

TOS time on station

USAF U.S. Air Force
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