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T
he United States reveres its 
Marines for our traditions 
and excellence in fighting 
our Nation’s foes. Our en-

emies fear us because they know the 
tenacity and lethality we bring to any 
fight. Our strength is the individual 
Marine, but our power is derived from 
a Corps of Marines. In other words, 
the success of our Corps comes from 
the team, which places a greater value 
on the collective than the individual. 
This past year’s conversation about race 
revealed our Nation’s scars and offered 
an opportunity to genuinely reflect on 
diversity, equity, and inclusion. It is a 
critical part of the conversation—to 
know that real examples of racial and 
gender bias exist in our Corps—75 plus 
years after the Service was integrated. 
We have not always gotten it right, 
but there is evidence in our personnel 
data—and lived experience of many 
minority Marines—that shows we are 
improving, but that we still have more 
to do. In this article, we will describe 
why diversity matters to the Corps as a 
warfighting organization. We will dis-
cuss where the Corps is today to baseline 
our efforts and highlight where we are 
headed in terms of delivering a diverse 
Corps to meet the Commandant’s 2030 
force requirements. 

Why Diversity Matters
Reaching a number goal across ethnic 

and gender groups is not the end state—
it is an indicator. We are not striving to 
achieve representational parity with the 
demographics of the Nation but rather 
to harness the total capabilities of a di-
verse team that will face a complex peer 
fight that requires our collective abilities 
to defeat the enemy. What follows is a 

story from a former Task Force South-
west Commanding General and now the 
Commanding General of 1st MarDiv: 

A young corporal joined our HU-
MINT team in Afghanistan; she’s 
working on a problem that has ex-
isted for ten years. There was a Tali-
ban commander, who had killed a lot 
of Marines between 2008–2014, and 
this young female corporal turns to on 
this problem set, and dives deep, and 
dedicates herself to hunting this guy. I 
won’t get into trade craft or anything, 
but she figures it out, and we dropped 
a bomb on him after hunting him for 
ten years. The credit for this strike was 
to this female CI/HUMINT Marine, 
so when I hear about biased behav-
iors going on, I want to ask, you think 
you’re a better Marine? Are you more 
lethal? Are you stronger, faster? Maybe. 
But she’s an outstanding Marine with 
respect to lethality and capability. So 
how come you think you’re a better 
Marine? Marines had been working on 
this for ten years, she figured it out in 
three months. If we don’t value that, 
what business are we in? That’s what 
vexes me.1

Diversity of perspective comes di-
rectly from variety of experience. With-
out having individuals with different 
backgrounds, we have the tendency to 
engage in “group think.” In a speech to 
NNOA in August of 2020, the CMC 
said that if senior leaders have people 
who “look like them, sound like them, 
tell them yes all the time ... we should 
get really worried ... because we are 

headed down a bad path.” We all know 
that when faced with the challenge of 
combat—the same way of framing a 
problem, the same opinion or perspec-
tive—just will not do. However, sim-
ply having a diverse organization does 
not guarantee success, we must pair it 
with inclusion to get the most out of 
every single individual Marine. Inclu-
sion breeds boldness of thought and 
action; it allows each Marine to live up 
to their full potential, thrive, and step 
up and take a swing at the problem. 
Members of any organization who are 
marginalized or forced to operate on 
the periphery do not improve outcomes. 
When our incredible recruiters sell our 
Corps in high schools and on social me-
dia, they sell inclusion—being part of 
a team, our esprit de Corps—belong-
ing to something greater than self. The 
Marine Corps prides itself on traditions 
and unwavering standards. We set our 
standards that drive performance, and 
we build trust up and down the chain 
of command by each member of the 
team meeting the standard. The net 
result is cohesion and unity of effort. In 
other words, inclusion is predicated by 
meeting the standard and the outcome 
is a cohesive team where everyone on 
the team is included. In practice, some 
have experienced imbalance here when 
after meeting the standard they have 
been subjected to continued inappropri-
ate treatment. The bar is the same for 
all, and once met, should result in full 
acceptance.
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Where Are We?
The Marine Corps has come a long 

way since the seminal Military Leader-
ship and Diversity Commission report 
of 2011—but we still have more work to 
do. The diversity of our force at entry 
continues to grow; U.S. Census (2019) 
data shows that 60 percent of the coun-
try is white (race plus ethnicity), and 
40 percent is diverse. 

Figure 1 offers a glimpse of the eli-
gible population of U.S. citizens com-
pared to the DOD force broken out 
by race/ethnicity. (This chart describes 
“eligible” as measured by DOD statis-
tics; the Marine Corps sets a higher 
goal than simply a bachelor’s degree 
for officers.) Across the DOD, White 
officers represent 73 percent of all active 
component officers compared with 66 
percent of the eligible civilian popula-
tion; African American officers repre-
sent 8 percent of all active component 
officers, Hispanic officers 8 percent, 
and Asian officers percent compared 
with civilian counter-parts 9 percent, 10 

percent, and 12 percent, respectively.2

Today’s Marine Corps is 58 percent 
white and 42 percent minority; from 
2010 to 2020 enlisted diversity grew 
from 33 percent to over 45 percent 
and our officer diversity grew from 16 
percent to 34 percent. Female diver-
sity continues to climb each year also 
and is currently over 9 percent. These 
are signs that we are making positive 
progress, but much work remains to 
be done to retain and promote a more 
diverse, equitable, and inclusive force 
across all ranks. 

Racial/Ethnic Representation of Active 
Duty Enlisted and Officer Personnel 
Compared to Eligible U.S. Civilians, 
2020

Our enlisted statistics in Figure 2 
show that the force we recruit very much 
mirrors the force that we retain to the 
highest levels. Approximately 45 percent 
of E-9’s in the Marine Corps are diverse, 
a percentage very similar to when they 
step on the yellow footprints. Enlisted 

female Marines fare equitably at pro-
motion on the whole, and the Service 
is working to understand propensity 
in the eligible population to increase 
the percentage of females. Here are the 
promotion rates for minority enlisted 
and enlisted by gender.

Figure 3 (on next page) lists our 
numbers for promotion rates for offi-
cers, first by race and then by gender. 

Note: The eligible enlisted U.S. population includes civilians ages 17–44 with at least a high school 

diploma, GED, or equivalent. The eligible officer U.S. population includes civilians ages 19–44 with at 

least a bachelor’s degree.

Figure 1. (Source: Defense Manpower Data Center, 2020; U.S. Census Bureau 5-year estimates, 2018.)

5-Year Average In-Zone Promotion Rates by Race/Ethnicity

White Black Hispanic Asian Pac Amer Ind Other

GySgt 45.0% 35.2% 42.9% 43.2% 32.4% 45.9%

MSgt 50.4% 46.6% 49.8% 44.4% 44.7% 46.0%

1stSgt 32.1% 23.6% 28.9% 19.4% 38.8% 17.3%

MGySgt 44.6% 42.2% 41.2% 38.1% 45.5% 48.4%

SgtMaj 54.8% 47.2% 53.3% 34.7% 53.3% 41.7%

5-Year Average In-Zone Promotion Rates by Gender

Male Female Overall

GySgt 42.8% 44.8% 42.9%

MSgt 49.4% 46.7% 49.2%

1stSgt 28.8% 30.4% 28.9%

MGySgt 43.3% 44.6% 43.4%

SgtMaj 52.0% 47.1% 51.9%

Figure 2.

The diversity of our 
force at entry continues 
to grow; U.S. census 
(2019) data shows that 
60 percent of the coun-
try is white (race plus 
ethnicity), and 40 per-
cent is diverse.
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The Corps is taking a hard look at 
why the minority promotion rates are 
lower for officers, which we will de-
scribe in later sections. As you can see, 
our promotion rates for female officers 
are equitable in comparison to males, 
but our promotion rates for minority 
officers should cause us to ask, “why 
the disparity?” In order to deepen the 
pool of minority Marines available at 
colonel for promotion to the most senior 
levels, we need to deepen the pool at 
all field grade ranks via retention and 
promotion. 

Recently, there has been broad dis-
cussion of diversity at the senior officer 
levels in all of the Services; at general 
officer is where we see the most dispar-
ity from the total force, only fourteen 
percent of the Marine Corps general 
officer population is diverse. It takes 
approximately 27 years to be promoted 
to brigadier general. If we are doing it 
right, and we promote and retain equita-
bly across the force, the brigadier general 
officer population in 2048 should mir-
ror the second lieutenant population of 
today. Of the current and selected active 
and reserve general officers, there are six 
African American, four Hispanic, three 
Asian, and five female generals; as we 
get to the highest levels, three and four 
star, those numbers decrease. Today, 17 
percent of the brigadier general popu-
lation (9 of 52) are minorities, 3 are 
female (6 percent), but many of those 
individuals come from MOSs other 
than combat arms, which is where most 
of our senior generals come from. 

Increasing diversity among officer 
accessions is critical to diversifying the 

senior ranks down the road, but more 
critical to growing three and four stars 
is MOS selection (seventeen of nineteen 
currently serving three and four stars 
are from combat arms). Minorities are 
overrepresented in support occupational 
specialties and are thereby less likely to 
be promoted to the highest levels. We 
have a number of studies underway to 
determine why this is occurring, which 
we will cover in the next section. 

What We Are Doing Now
The Marine Corps recently released 

its strategic plan for diversity, equity, 
and inclusion and created the billet of 
Chief Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
Officer (CDO) for the Service. (The 
CDO is responsible to DC M&RA 
for managing the Diversity, Equity, 
and Inclusion [DE&I] program for 

the Service and exercising oversight of 
the institutional programs to improve 
DE&I.) The Strategic Plan provides 
a framework to align disparate efforts 
and find new opportunities across the 
Corps by identifying lines of effort and 
objectives that can be implemented by 
commanders at every level. The identi-
fied LOEs set the conditions for follow 
on actions across the Service over the 

next five years. The strategic plan op-
erationalizes Marine Corps’ efforts to 
improve combat effectiveness of Marine 
formations. The LOEs synchronize ef-
forts to realize the benefits of an increas-
ingly diverse force:

• Line of Effort #1: Recruitment 
and Accessions: Each aspect of Ma-
rine Corps recruiting strives to meet 
accession needs of the Marine Corps 
and consistently seeks diversity of the 
force, equity in recruiting processes, 
and inclusion of the full range of tal-
ents and abilities available in American 
society relevant to our missions and 
standards. 
• Line of Effort #2: Talent Manage-
ment and Development: Perform-
ing talent management successfully 
involves identifying the professional 
abilities and personal desires of the 
individual Marine, balancing those 
needs against those of the Marine 
Corps, to achieve the best outcome.
• Line of Effort #3: Education, Train-
ing, and Culture of Inclusion: Marine 
Corps education and training curri-
cula enhance DE&I by reinforcing 
unit cohesion and leadership develop-
ment through the teaching of the rich 
cultural history of our Service, our 
core values, and the strength gained 
by equitable treatment of all. 
• Line of Effort #4: Commandership: 
Commanders are the center of gravity 
of Marine Corps leadership and are 
best positioned to leverage the Corps’ 

diversity and implement inclusion by 
providing each Marine targeted op-
portunity to reach their full potential 
as professional warfighters.

Figure 4 depicts the DE&I Stra-
tegic Plan as overseen by the Diver-
sity Review Board (DRB) using the 
four LOEs and their associated sub-
committees. Listed under each LOE 
are a sampling of objectives that are 

5-Year Average In-Zone Promotion Rates by Race/Ethnicity

White Black Hispanic Asian Pac Amer Ind Other

Major 77.0% 63.7% 75.7% 71.6% 70.2% 69.1%

LtCol 65.8% 60.6% 54.6% 55.5% 51.4% 59.8%

Col 44.0% 35.8% 37.1% 28.6% 26.7% 28.0%

5-Year Average Male/Female In-Zone Promotion Rates

Male Female Overall

Major 75.6% 78.1% 75.8%

LtCol 63.4% 71.9% 63.9%

Colonel 41.5% 58.7% 42.0%

Figure 3.

If we are doing it right, and we promote and retain eq-

uitably across the force, the brigadier general officer 

population in 2048 should mirror the second lieuten-

ant population of today.
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identified in the plan; though not a 
complete list, they are examples of 
our aim-points to be addressed by the 
DRB. By creating this structure, the 
Marine Corps intends to get after the 
goal of having all ranks be reflective of 
the diversity of the total force and to 
prevent incidents of real or perceived 
bias for all Marines.

The Marine Corps appointed the 
Director, Manpower Plans and Policy 
as the Marine Corps’ CDO to de-
velop program goals, develop policy, 
and resource a component strategic 
plan for DE&I. The CDO chairs the 
DRB, which oversees implementa-
tion of the DE&I Strategic Plan. The 
chair is responsible for all actions that 
the DRB takes, management of the 
sub-committees and leads the board 
through deliberations with stakehold-
ers across the Corps. As the action arm 
of the strategic plan the DRB reviews 
and recommends—to higher for ap-
proval—issues that it deems appropriate 
for change in the Service. Additionally, 
as the Service’s liaison to the DOD Of-
fice of Diversity, Equity and Inclusion, 
the CDO provides representation to the 
DOD in all areas regarding DE&I. 

Statutory requirements mandate 
that our board membership be diverse 
and that no member is disadvantaged 
because of their race, creed, color, 
gender, sexual orientation, or national 
origin. These actions are designed to 
ensure that equity in the process is pro-
tected and help us to better understand 
our boardrooms. It is our goal that we 
extend the statutory requirements as-
sociated with promotion boards to the 
>100 non-statutory boards we conduct 
each year; we are in the process of imple-
menting these statutory requirements 
to all boards. 

The Marine Corps has also worked 
hard at studying its current promotion 
board and selection processes to deter-
mine if, and to what extent, barriers 
exist for minorities and females. We rely 
on data to examine trends in multiple 
categories, and we will continue to do 
so. We continue to examine the pro-
cesses and procedures used to conduct 
all boards—from board membership 
and precepts, to the use of photographs 
and communications with the board, 
the indications are that the process of 
our boards are sound, but the results are 
varied: in some instances results show 

positive trends, while in other results, 
there are disparities. In this process, we 
identified the need to dig deeper into 
our primary system for measuring per-
formance, fitness reports. 

Our statistical study of all Marine 
Corps Fitness Reports written on ac-
tive duty Marines from 1999 through 
2020 is nearing completion, we are 
reviewing over two million reports to 
ascertain any differences in recorded 
performance on Fitness Reports with 
respect to demographic differences in 
race, ethnicity, and gender. The study 
seeks to identify areas where groups may 
be adversely impacted by examining the 
relative value of high and low scoring 
reports and the proportion of adverse 
reports. The results of the study will be 
used to identify if any bias exists, which 
can answer questions on demographic 
trends in performance evaluations and 
to inform potential improvements in 
the performance evaluation system.

We have also undertaken a study 
in partnership with the Operational 
Analysis Division (OAD) of CD&I to 
identify barriers to advancement and 
retention for people of color and female 
Marine officers and enlisted. This study 
is designed to identify a replicable and 
systematic approach for using existing 
Marine Corps  data to analyze the career 
trajectories of Marines from different 
demographic groups with particular 
emphasis on identifying any barriers to 
retention and advancement for females 
and minorities. The Marine Corps col-
lects a vast array of career-related data on 
each Marine but has not fully leveraged 
this data to investigate career factors 
that contribute to gender and racial/
ethnic differences in promotion and 
retention rates. The study will also de-
termine if we need to collect or analyze 
different data. While many diversity, 
equity and inclusion studies have been 
done to evaluate individual aspects of 
military career trajectories among dif-
ferent demographic groups, few stud-
ies have examined potential barriers to 
career advancement holistically.

Also, in partnership with OAD, 
CD&I and TECOM, we have begun an 
initial review of military occupational 
specialty assignment policy at The Basic 
School (TBS) to determine the impact 

Diversity Review Board

LOE 1
Recruitment and

accessions

LOE 2
Training and Educa-

tion

LOE 3
Talent Management 

and Development

LOE 4
Commandership

• Develop a systematic

    recruiting strategy

    to invest in a diverse

    force

* Study methods to

    align recruiter

    assignments with 
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* Validate accession

    criteria and

    application

    processes for

    disparate impact

• Study increases to

    the pool of qualified 

    officer program

    applicants

• Standardize D&I

    instruction at all

    levels of PME along

    the career continuum
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    SMEs to advise

    commanders on D&I

• Integrate historical

    diversity into PME

• Fund D&I structure

    and courseware

• D&I Tool Kit

• Talent Management

    Marketplace

• Transparent board
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    processes

• Monitor demographic

    trends in

    performance

    evaluation

• Track diverse pool of

    candidates for

    nominative positions

• Evaluate Outreach

    Programs and

    Initiatives

• Commanders issue

    policy statements for

    D&I

• Unconscious Bias

    and Diversity and

    Inclusion Education

    at Cornerstone

• Establish command-

    level D&I programs

• Provide training to all

    Marines on D&I

• Provide feedback to

    HQMC to increase

    proactive support

Figure 4.

Manpower IT Modernization
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of race and gender as second lieutenants 
make their way through the basic of-
ficer course. Since TBS performance is 
a predictor of future performance and 
longevity, we want to study both ob-
jective and subjective values to see if 
there are inherent biases connected to 
any racial group, ethnicity, or gender. 
The study will also look at how MOSs 
are assigned (which, as discussed in the 
previous section has large influence on 
career progression) to ensure that there 
is equity in the process that impacts—
very early—whether a Marine officer 
will be in the most competitive fields 
for promotion down the road. 

Listening to Marines as they pass 
various milestones allows us deeper 
understanding of their career satisfac-
tion over time. The Exit Milestone 
Longitudinal Study (EMLS) program 
is an enduring set of surveys used to 
monitor attitudinal changes over time 
of our Marines. The EMLS began col-
lecting data in fall 2017 and currently 
has over 30,000 responses regarding 
satisfaction with career opportunities, 
leadership, performance management, 
diversity, and work-life programs. The 
survey responses are merged and ana-
lyzed with existing data, including race, 
ethnic group, and sex allowing for the 
identification of trends and sentiments 
which may be more prevalent in certain 
demographic groups than others. Us-
ing this data to identify response differ-
ences has potential to support current 
and future DE&I initiatives. Specific 
questions within EMLS, such as percep-
tions about discrimination and race rela-
tions, provide Marines another avenue 
to register their opinions and be heard 
by HQMC leadership. Leaders across 
the Marine Corps will be able to use 
the results of the EMLS to make data 
informed decisions on policy to promote 
desired diversity and inclusion.

Monitors play a significant role in 
the talent management and mentoring 
of individual Marines across the force. 
Deliberately, we have made great strides 
to improve the diversity of the career 
MOS monitors. In MMOA today, 43 
percent of the staff are minorities and 
29 percent are female; in MMEA, those 
numbers are 39 percent and 14 percent 
respectively. Monitors blend art and sci-

ence in slating assignments and manag-
ing careers, which ultimately lead to a 
balanced Corps both in the FMF and 
the Supporting Establishment. A more 
diverse bullpen of monitors offers the 
Director of Manpower a balanced view 
across all assignments and helps links 
the tactical to operational in managing 
talent for the long term. 

M&RA together with HQMC, 
TECOM, and MCRC are reviewing 
policy regarding diversity, race and gen-
der, to include accessions policy and 
procedure, Equal Opportunity, inte-
gration of formerly restricted MOS, 
uniforms, pregnancy, etc. We recently 
completed our analysis of the recent 
Fort Hood Investigation Report and 
have included the results in the updated 
version of the Prohibited Activities and 
Conduct order. These reviews ensure 

that all Marines are treated equally 
across the force, and that we learn from 
both our mistakes and those of other 
Services. By connecting many sources 
of data, we can identify gaps, thereby 
improving outcomes across a range of 
policies and processes affecting individ-
ual Marines and the service as a whole. 

CMC directed change to our Corps 
with his seminal Commandant’s Plan-
ning Guidance and Force Design 2030 ; 
one of the outcomes is the integration of 
the Talent Management Oversight Di-
rectorate (TMOD) into M&RA under 
Manpower Policy. This integration al-
lows the TMOD to remain an essential-
ly independent body that identifies and 
coordinates for direct liaison with the 
Assistant Commandant of the Marine 
Corps on a range of cross-cutting sub-
jects that effect Marines and their career 
opportunities. The Talent Management 
Executive Council, chaired by the Assis-
tant Commandant, complements both 
the TMOD and DRB, and is the pri-

mary forum for enterprise-level Marine 
Corps talent management, leadership, 
and DE&I decisions to the Comman-
dant. 

There are other initiatives that the 
Marine Corps is participating in that 
include the Secretary of Defense Diver-
sity and Inclusion Board which outlined 
several immediate actions and subse-
quent recommendations released in 
December 2020. Also, the Secretary 
of the Navy recently directed additional 
actions through the Assistant Secretary 
for Manpower and Reserve Affairs to 
oversee diversity, equity, and inclusion 
efforts across the Department. The 
Marine Corps has an active voice in 
the Department’s strategic planning to 
develop strategies and actionable mea-
sures to advance diversity, equity, and 
inclusion. 

Where We Want to Go

Civilian businesses have the luxury 
of bringing in diverse talent at any level 
in their hiring processes. Unlike outside 
the fence-line, the Marine Corps cannot 
create diversity at senior officer levels; 
we have to grow our own, and it takes 
nearly 30 years to reach the rank of 
general. Through the combined efforts 
described above, we will illuminate a 
path that provides opportunity to each 
and every Marine based simply on their 
character and performance. By looking 
into initial officer training, promotion 
boards and fitness reports, we are diving 
deep to find the root causes for dispar-
ity. The results of the TBS study and 
from the EMLS report should help us 
identify specific causes that adversely 
impact Marines. The goal then is to get 
to a point where when we compare the 
diversity of a cohort at entry with the 
same group at various points along their 
career path; we would ideally see the 
same diversity percentage throughout. 

Civilian businesses have the luxury of bringing in di-

verse talent at any level in their hiring processes. ... 

the Marine Corps cannot create diversity at senior of-

ficer levels; we have to grow our own ...
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For example, the 2020 officer accession 
cohort is 35 percent diverse, at major 
they should be 35 percent, at colonel 
they should be 35 percent, etc. But that 
does not mean that we can go back to 
1994 and change the diversity of the 
population to increase diversity at the 
O6 and above now. To increase diversity 
at the most senior levels of our Corps, 
we need a deep pool of O-5s and O-6s 
ready to step up that have been pro-
moted and retained at similar rates as 
the majority.

In order to deepen that pool, and 
as part of the plan to outline where we 
want to go, we need to modernize man-
power as part of the larger strategy to 
renew how we manage, promote, and 
retain our most precious resource: Ma-
rines. By capitalizing on data analytics, 
we must become more command centric 
at M&RA in order to allow command-
ers to participate directly in the Human 
Resource Development Process. Doing 
so provides transparency to both com-
manders and to Marines as they move 
through their career, giving the FMF 
latitude to make career choices and 
understand the consequences. Many 
of these changes are already underway 
and initial results are promising. 

By improving testing, we can better 
identify potential Marines during the 
recruiting process to expand diversity 
of accessions in both race and gender. 
Tests such as the General Classifica-
tion Test have been found to have racial 
and gender bias. In partnership with 
TECOM at TBS we are implement-
ing new tests that measure more ap-
propriately the skills that are needed to 
serve in the Corps today. Instead of the 
General Classification Test, which was 
developed in 1946, we are administering 
the Criteria Cognitive Aptitude Test 
which provides accurate cognitive data 
for matching aptitude to desires in MOS 
selection. This data informed concept 
will ensure that the pool of lieutenants 
are given better opportunity for place-
ment in the MOS that best matches 
their skills. We are also implementing 
changes to testing for enlisted accessions 
and are considering expanding the use 
of the Criteria Cognitive Aptitude Test.

The Tailored Adaptive Personality 
Test (TAPAS) is a non-cognitive test 

to measure an individual’s personality 
facets. This test looks at aspects that 
make an individual unique that are a 
combination of their upbringing, life, 
social experiences, and values. Cur-
rently, TAPAS is administered in a 
computer-based form for all enlisted 
applicants at Military Entrance Pro-
cessing Sites along with the ASVAB 
(which measures cognitive abilities or 
school-learned knowledge) to give a 
more rounded picture of individuals 
seeking to earn the title of Marine. As-
piring officer candidates have the choice 
to take a TAPAS at Officer Candidate 
School. The end goal for TAPAS is to 
be able to utilize the personality facets 
in combination with the ASVAB and 
other factors to predict an applicant’s 
probability of success at various career 
milestones. TAPAS supports DE&I ini-
tiatives because personality traits are 
not biased by race or gender. By using 
data available in TAPAS, not currently 
captured in cognitive assessments, we 
can identify applicants who do not meet 
the requirements based on standard-
ized, and known demographically bi-
ased cognitive tests, but who have the 
non-cognitive facets linked to success 
as a Marine. Tests remain a necessary 
method and metric for recruiters, but by 
developing improved versions, we can 
also identify traits outside traditional 
means and use tests to connect indi-
vidual’s skills and traits to propensity 
and even their ideal MOS.

The Marine Corps recognizes that 
personnel are most productive when 
closely matched to an occupation based 
on a variety of dimensions, including 
aptitude, personality, and interest. The 
Marine Corps Occupational Specialty 
Match (MCOSM) tool, which is cur-
rently under development, optimally 
matches applicants with a MOS using 
a combination of interest and job skill 
requirements. MCOSM provides appli-
cants with a transparent view of Marine 
Corps work environments and activi-
ties through the use of representative 
pictures and statements of each MOS. 
Each activity representative picture is 
chosen to allow applicants to see them-
selves engaged in a particular activity. 
By showing every applicant the full 
gamut of opportunities available, we 

can positively affect the diversity within 
Marine Corps MOSs. MCOSM does 
not wholly replace the traditional hu-
man role of the Marine Corps recruiter 
but rather is a man-machine pairing in 
which the recruiter is presented with 
a data informed solution from which 
they can better communicate with the 
prospective applicant. By better match-
ing Marines to their optimum MOS, 
we can also improve retention.

One of our first advanced analytic 
models to use artificial intelligence/
machine learning is the Retention Pre-
diction Network (RPN). This nascent 
algorithm is a joint research venture 
between M&RA and John Hopkins 
University Applied Physics Laboratory. 
It is designed to predict success of ap-
plicants, recruits, and Marines at differ-
ent milestones in the Human Resource 
Development Process. These milestones 
include the Delayed Entry Program, 
graduation of Marine Corps Recruit 
Depot, completion of a formal learning 
school, and completion of first term of 
enlistment. RPN uses a wide variety 
of data sources to include TAPAS, the 
ASVAB, and other appropriate data ele-
ments collected by the Marine Corps. 
By using such a wide span of data ele-
ments, the model will connect previ-
ously unrelated aspects of Marines in a 
holistic manner reducing the potential 
for single data points from dominating 
solution. The RPN is the tool which will 
be able to identify the combinations of 
factors across cognitive, non-cognitive, 
and physical characteristics that signal a 
high likelihood for success as a Marine. 
This combination of characteristics can 
open the aperture for accessions and 
have a positive effect on DE&I initia-
tives. By better managing our talent 
through improving technical solutions, 
the Service is focused on providing all 
Marines equitable opportunity to suc-
ceed. Each Marine matters, and their 
individual attributes contribute directly 
to our success.

Conclusion 

MajGen Turner’s observation in the 
midst of kinetic warfighting demon-
strates how we have to think and ap-
proach both racial and gender diversity 
across the Marine Corps. Everything to 
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do with diversity, equity, and inclusion 
must answer the same two questions: 
does it make the Corps more lethal and 
effective and are we creating an atmo-
sphere for our Marines to excel? We 
have been at this for some time and 
the statistics demonstrate the needle 
is moving, but admittedly not quickly 
enough to meet the strategic objective 
of building a diverse force to meet a 
peer threat. Senior leaders in our Corps 
have influence over the course and di-
rection of the Service; it is therefore 
critical to have as many different skill-
sets as possible in order to arrive at the 
best outcomes for the service and keep 
faith with each individual Marine while 
improving combat effectiveness. 

Our recently published strategy 
will provide a framework to align ef-
forts across the Corps by identifying 
lines of effort and objectives that can 
be implemented by commanders at all 
levels. These efforts nest within the De-
partment of Navy’s overall objectives 

for diversity, equity, and inclusion. We 
have been deliberate in our approach 
to ensure our policies and methods 
are truly meaningful in eliminating 
barriers and bias. We have been me-
thodical in studying promotion boards, 
analyzing the performance evaluation 

system, and increasing diversity in the 
assignment branches. While we have 
much to do, there is promise in many 
of the studies already underway and 

21st century manpower tools that are 
coming. 

Finally, inclusion should be viewed 
as a core competency for the Marine 
Corps. Marines, like the young Ma-
rine described by MajGen Turner—who 
performed to standard, added lethality, 
and demonstrated competency—ulti-
mately become the high achieving Ma-
rines who move on to greater roles and 
responsibilities, not because of gender or 
ethnicity but because of what they bring 
to the fight. We have that advantage in 
our Corps; let us harness the cohesive 
nature of what we do as a team so that 
the Marine Corps remains always ready 
for the fight.

Notes

1. Quote attributed to MajGen Robert Turner, 
1st MarDiv. 

2. Staff, DOD D&I Final Board Report, (Wash-
ington, DC: December 2020). 
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I
recently read a piece titled “Chal-
lenge yourself to build a culture 
that inspires loyalty.”1 Although 
brief, that blog told the story of a 

well-known New England supermar-
ket chain and how its highly respected 
and revered CEO was dismissed by 
the company’s board of directors. On 
the surface, that tidbit of information 
does not seem all that uncommon. In 
fact, company boards make those types 
of decisions everyday with little to no 
fanfare. However, this situation was to 
be quite different and what happened 
next was profound. The blog conveys 
the story of how many of the loyal 
customers of this supermarket chain 
suddenly began to shop elsewhere. In 
fact, they took this one step further and 
even began to protest the loss of the 
CEO. Customers began posting their 
receipts on the store windows, overtly 
showing where they were now shopping. 
It did not stop there either as even the 
vendors now stopped deliveries to the 
chain. Now, by any measure of a leader’s 
impact on an organization, this type of 
loyalty seems almost unattainable or 
based on some sort of fictional story. 
However, I can tell you this story is 
true, and it conveys the notion of an 
organizational climate that many not 
only hope to part of but also, as leaders, 
it conveys an environment we want to 
imbue and do so in such a way that 
those we lead would react similarly.  

Unfortunately, this type of environ-
ment is rare, and sadly, very few lead-
ers attain such a culture within their 
organizations, especially one that would 
inspire this type of intense loyalty. In 
fact, it is likely many have not nor ever 

will see this most powerful display of 
loyalty to leadership. However, as this 
story demonstrates, there is a glimmer 
of hope—thus re-enforcing the notion 
that striving for and creating this type 
of culture in the workplace, no matter 
the organization, should be a priority 
of any leader, regardless of their level 

of management. Failure to do so could 
garner a similar reaction to that of the 
supermarket chain, potentially proving 
detrimental to your organization. As 
proof, one need only do a quick Google 
search to find additional citing of this 
notion. In fact, there has been research 
and studies performed that show how 
failed leadership or an environment that 
breeds disloyalty has hugely negative 
impact across, up, and down an orga-
nization.  

For instance, an article published in 
the Harvard Business Review notes that 

“the top causes of disengagement and 
most widely-cited reasons underlying 
turnover intentions all have to do with 
people’s direct manager.”2 Compound-
ing this problem is the fact that most 
leaders “are selected for either technical 
expertise or personal charisma, when 
the quality that really matters most 
is their ability to build and engage 
teams.”3 These types of leaders are most 
often more concerned about themselves 
than their team, putting their personal 
needs above the group-narcissism at its 
finest and a poisonous mixture for any 
environment—especially one striving 
to keep talent. Although written a few 
years ago, the articles premise remains 
valid. This type of leadership will not 
only have a negative effect on the bot-
tom line but will also tear away at the 
very fabric of the organization-impeding 
the ability to recruit, hire, and retain 
talent. Ultimately, it will chip away at 
the very foundation that determines an 
organization’s success or failure. Like 
the gravitational pull of a large planet 
or star, leaders and organizations that 
maintain a culture of loyalty create a 
force that acts from both far away to 
attract and up close to retain the best 
and brightest talent.

Conversely, and in my experience, 
organizations that have fundamentally 

Building a
Culture of Loyalty

The foundation of talent management 

and preserving institutional longevity

by Col Keith Couch

>Col Couch, USMC(Ret), is the Chief Government Operations Officer at Experfy, 
a Harvard Innovation Lab-Incubated Company; he retired on 30 September 2020 
having served over 26 years on active duty.  His last duty assignment was as the 
Senior Marine Corps Fellow to the Atlantic Council of the United States, having 
just completed two years as Commanding Officer of Henderson Hall and Head-
quarters Battalion HQMC.

... the quality that really 
matters most is their 
ability to build and en-
gage teams ...
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failed to create this type of culture—this 
gravitational pull for talent—almost 
always repel talent, creating an atmo-
sphere where those in the organization 
want to leave, and those outside it fight 
to stay away. Given these realities and 
the consequences of failure, how can 
leaders, managers, and organizations 
create a culture of loyalty-becoming 
talent magnets that attract and keep 
the organizations best and brightest? 
This article explores the notion of or-
ganizational loyalty and how to build, 
cultivate, and sustain it—all while rec-
ognizing its importance and the con-
sequences of not having it within your 
organization. Where and how should 
one begin this endeavor? Well, as they 
say, first impressions are everything!  

Organizational Transparency, From 
Beginning to End, Must be Consis-
tent!

There is a saying, “you never get a sec-
ond chance to make a first impression,” 
and its earliest use was noted in a 1966 
ad for “Botany Suits.” This somewhat 
simple message not only transcends time 
but has wide-ranging applicability; par-
ticularly when one considers the depths 
of the human psyche and the finality 
implied in its premise. Consequently, 
even at its most basic level, the impact a 
first encounter or a first experience has 
in developing a lasting and meaning-
ful impression cannot be overstated. In 
fact, research substantiates and rein-
forces this notion whether in the context 
of human interactions with each other 
or, perhaps, an organization that over-
promises during the recruitment process 
only to ultimately underdeliver during 
the hiring/onboarding process. The 
beguiling promise of benefits, possible 
promotions, and the many overblown 
expectations generated during recruit-
ment can lead to a perceived smack in 
the face. This “setting of expectation” 
during the early stages of the hiring pro-
cess is the reality that ultimately leads 
to disappointment down the road.  

Unfortunately, this type of disap-
pointment, or buyer’s remorse, builds 
a wall of resentment that even the most 
dedicated and talented leader or man-
ager potentially fails to overcome. In 
fact, “a 2016 Glassdoor survey stated 

that 90 percent of job seekers say that 
it’s important to work for a company 
that embraces transparency.”4 However, 
the report also suggest that “only half 
of U.S. workers feel their employer is 
open and upfront with them,” and that 
“becoming more transparent ... will lead 
to a healthier and more honest work-
place ... as well as motivate employees 
to stay for the long-haul.”5

Consequently, it is more important 
now than ever before to ensure, in an 
environment in which the fight over 
talent is escalating, your organization 
and its leadership create an atmosphere, 
from beginning to end, that is “as ad-
vertised,” consistent, and positive. 
Foundationally, this type of environ-
ment is critical and ultimately creates 
a first impression that carries over to 
form a lasting sentiment for that em-
ployee throughout their tenure. After 
this groundwork is established, what 
can leaders and managers now do that 
will help transform employees into loyal 
advocates and dedicated teammates 
within the organization, all while be-
coming devoted to their team members 
in such a way as to resemble a “tight-
knit” family?

Build a Tribe-Establish Trust By 
Knowing and Valuing Your People

More than just a group bound by 
specifics, a tribe represents a connection 
and a bond that is familial in nature 
with a strength not easily broken or pen-
etrated by outsiders. In the context of 
the larger organization, I consider tribes 
as groupings of small towns intertwined 
within a larger city. The connection, or 
bond, is multi-dimensional with regard 
to whom and what it includes and the 
ties that bind them. At a basic level, 
and in the words of Seth Godin, “a 
tribe is a group of people connected to 
one another, connected to a leader, and 
connected to an idea.”6 Consequently, 

as a leader, it is up to you to cultivate 
the connective tissue, influence the cul-
ture, and set the course. That journey, 
as alluded to earlier, will begin with 
the establishment of trust. Trust is the 
hardest to gain and the easiest to lose, 
which is why it must remain at the core 
of your interactions. Its fundamental 
development and sustainment must be 
the priority.   

To begin the process of building 
trust, members of your tribe must know 
who you are, what you stand for, and 
where you aspire to go. Consequently, 
you must invest an equal amount of 
time getting to know each tribe member 
personally. You must be genuine, open, 
honest, and consistent with your mes-
sage, personality, and your treatment 
of others—there is no room for favor-
itism as a leader as it will undermine 
everything you have built. Ultimately, 
each member must know that you value 
their personal success, development, in-
put, work, and most importantly them 
as a person. The bond created by this 
type of connection will transcend the 
workplace, as it does within most family 
environments, whilst creating a solid 
foundation for a close-knit tribe. The 
next step is building upon that trust by 
developing a workspace that invests in 
its people and seeks to create a culture 
that supports long term positive rela-
tionships!

Develop the Environment-Invest in 
People and Culture

There is no single theorem or magic 
formula that provides an all-inclusive 
roadmap showing leaders and managers 
a path to follow that ensures their team 
members, or tribe, relate to each other 
as members of a family. In fact, most 
organizations/institutions are put to-
gether in such a way as to develop along 
with the ever-changing environments in 
which they exist. In other words, a one 
size fits all approach will likely not work. 
For this reason, establishing an environ-
ment that instills a system to normal-
ize and mandate positive relationships 
between leaders and team brings about 
an atmosphere that is not only harmoni-
ous and balanced but also enduring and 
widely applicable. Ultimately, creating 
an environment that is rewarding, both 

... a tribe represents a 

connection and a bond 

that is familial in nature ...
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personally and professionally, facilitates 
a sense of belonging; improves work 
output; improves overall morale; and is 
critical to developing a culture of loy-
alty. For instance, leaders that take an 
interest in helping their team members 
with things such as career planning and 
development, identifying long-term ca-
reer goals, continuing education while 
ensuring a healthy work-life balance, or, 
perhaps, cultivating a “promote from 
within the organization first” organi-
zational mindset are all on the right 
path. In fact, it is exactly this type of 
personal interest into each employee 
and the tribe that reinforces to each 
member of the organization their worth 
and their future in the organization—
portraying in no uncertain terms that 
there is a path to success here and that 
the organization does care.  

Equally as important as reinforcing 
those strong team connections forged 
in the workplace are those connections 
honed outside company walls. The bal-
ance of work and play interaction is criti-
cal and pays huge dividends as each team 
member is embedded and personally 
connected within the tribe, creating a 
familial environment—thus, strength-
ening the bond both individually and 
collectively. Combined with a culture of 
transparency and trust, the combination 
of personal and professional compatibil-
ity and comfortability at work is a large 
part of what ultimately, firmly bonds 
someone to an organization. In fact, “the 
closer the fit between the employee,”7

their organization; and the tribe, “the 
stronger the links ... and the greater the 
potential sacrifice of leaving both, the 
more ‘embedded’ the person is”8 and the 
less likely it is they will leave. In essence, 
leaving this job would now not just be 
leaving an office, building, or a company; 
it would entail leaving many of the things 
one values or even loves—personal and 
professional ties, friendships, social life, 

and a positive work environment to name 
a few. The more “tight-knit” the culture 
of the group the more challenging it will 
be for team members to leave. In theory 
and practice, creating this type of loy-
alty will help solidify an organization’s 
future survival in the face of a highly 
competitive global business landscape 
where people make the difference. Once 
created, however, the job does not stop 
here; it takes work to develop this type 
of environment and maintaining it can 
be even harder!  

Preserve What You’ve Built: Inspire, 
Recognize, Empower

Once you develop an environment 
that is transparent, bound by trust, val-
ues its people, proactively takes inter-
est in their lives both personally and 
professionally, and provides clarity of 

purpose and vision, the next step is 
to preserve that which was not easily 
gained. As leaders and managers, we 
must always strive to be worthy of the 
loyalty we seek; we must present the 
model of that which we expect and “lead 
by example.” There must be no doubt 
of your commitment to the welfare 
of each member of the tribe; this fact 
should be on full display, whether it is 
said in a conference room, symposium, 
one-on-one mentoring session, or in the 
organizational vision statement. This 
type of proclamation, coupled with a 
positive leadership example, will inspire 
the team. They know that not only will 
you be the champion of their welfare or 
biggest advocate, but you will also be 
there beside them in the trenches when 
times are toughest.  

Hand-in-hand with this sentiment 
is the recognition of both team and 
individual performance. Affording 
both individuals and teams the ability 
to share in overall successes is another 
key element to instilling loyalty. As a 
leader, you should seek out any oppor-

tunity that allows you to reward the 
type of actions and performance you 
desire instilled throughout the tribe. 
This should be on a recurring basis, 
expected, and celebrated as teammates 
understand they are valued in both word 
and deed. This type of recognition costs 
very little but is pure gold with regard to 
the morale, esprit, and loyalty it garners.  

The final opinion I offer with regard 
to preserving the environment is the 
notion of empowerment. Without fail, 
most of the great leaders you read about, 
work with, or work for have placed their 
people in positions that further their 
development. These humble, servant 
leaders share their status with the team, 
delegate authority, and develop a sense 
of shared responsibility all whist creat-
ing a wonderful workspace. A recent 
Wall Street Journal article says it best 
by stating “humility is a core quality 
of leaders who inspire close teamwork, 
rapid learning and high performance 
in their teams.”9 Humility in a leader, 
combined with the other tenants men-
tioned above, will form the thread that 
naturally binds together a tribe-filling 
in any gaps that remain in the tribal 
fabric, and keeping the entire garment 
connected. If done correctly, this tribal 
fabric is woven tightly and densely with 
more than just a loosely sewn motto, a 
sterile slogan, or an unenergetic leader; 
it will be sewn with a familial thread not 
easily cut, torn, or pulled apart. With 
the tribe in-tact, what is next?

Recognize and Cultivate or Perish-A 
Strategic Imperative for Organiza-
tional Longevity

With the tribal garment now woven 
tightly together and the conditions set 
for a culture of loyalty to thrive, it is now 
up to the broader organizational leader-
ship to recognize the imperative of this 
type of environment and to cultivate its 
values enterprise-wide. Silos of loyalty, 
although better than nothing, should 
not be the goal. In a perfect world, the 
organization recruits and retains the 
type of leaders and managers that build 
this type of environment and under-
stand its importance. Moreover, they 
set the “organizational tone” from the 
beginning in strategy and vision while 
re-enforcing this culture throughout the 

Affording both individuals and teams the ability to 

share in overall successes is another key element to 

instilling loyalty.
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enterprise at every opportunity. Gone 
are the days where organizational talent 
management can rely on a well-known 
brand, a fancy slogan, or recruitment 
and retention strategies based on what 
amounts to little more than an after-
thought on how best to attract and keep 
talent. Talent management cannot be 
just a numbers game any longer; it 
must be part of the overall organiza-
tional strategy—a commitment to re-
cruit, hire, develop, and retain the best 
and brightest while avoiding the idea 
of one isolated tribe within the larger 
collective. The entire organization must 
become one large tribe. Organizations 
can no longer afford to let talent seep 
away—the cost of developing is high, 
and the experience they possess in most 
cases cannot be replaced. Furthermore, 
the intrinsic value they bring is not eas-
ily measured, and the potential to fall 
behind the competition because of the 
loss is greater now than ever before. 
Fully integrating talent management 

throughout, from top to bottom at 
every level, while empowering and en-
couraging everyone is the only way to 
truly be effective—every voice within 
an organization could and should be 
a “cheerleader.” In the end, it will be 
those “many” voices that are willingly 
part of the fabric of the tribe, make up 
the foundation of the organization, and 
ultimately form the “loyalty glue” that 
binds it together and ensures longevity. 
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T
he Commandant’s vision for 
Force Design 2030 discusses 
the sweeping changes the 
Marine Corps must make to 

combat our pacing threats. Our senior 
leaders have released dozens of strategic 
documents detailing and justifying the 
vision for the Marine Corps in 2030 
and the hard decisions required to get 
us there. However, there is one crucial 
problem that is being overlooked that 
will continue to prevent us from ac-
complishing our goals: our byzantine 
talent management system for civilian 
Marines. It is no secret that it is not 
only possible but probable that America 
could lose the next war against a peer 
threat. Just as the Service tirelessly 
drives to reform military talent man-
agement to compete, we need the same 
rigor applied on the civilian side.

I am a reserve Marine who has spent 
the last decade in private industry do-
ing management consulting, investment 
banking, corporate strategy, and run-
ning the finance and operations of a 
startup. I was given the opportunity to 
activate for two years at HQMC in the 
Pentagon working on modernizing our 
network and information technology. I 
was fortunate enough to get to work on 
many fascinating problems with great 
leaders, but none struck me as so cru-

cial, so broke, and so antiquated as our 
civilian talent management system. The 
scariest part is this third rail of public 
conversation never gets talked about in 
an official capacity. It is a vital issue that 
our leaders will only talk about behind 
closed doors and yet so many know to 
be a tremendous problem. 

There are many ways to begin refor-
mation, such as term limitations (similar 
to Defense Advanced Research Projects 
Agency or Defense Digital Service), a 
better evaluation system, and a simpler 
and quicker hiring and termination 
system. This article will not explore in 

depth the numerous possible solutions. 
Rather, it will focus on the imperative of 
reforming civilian talent management 
if we are to climb our way back up the 
technology curve and assure military 
dominance over a peer threat.

The Marine Corps employs over 
35,000 civilians, which is more than 
many Fortune 500 companies. The 
dozen or so HQMC organizations 
(the Deputy Commandants and oth-
ers) that lead our Service are a majority 

civilian workforce. Each organization 
in HQMC varies, but a typical table 
of organization (T/O) for a HQMC 
organization might have roughly 2/3 
of the organization made up of civilian 
general schedule (GS) employees with 
the remainder military. Often there 
are contractors thrown in the mix de-
pending on the need. This model keeps 
more Marines in the fleet where they are 
needed most and provides vital continu-
ity and specialization. But what it also 
means is that we must, as a Service, 
pay an equal amount of attention to 
our civilian talent management as we 
do to our military talent management. 
These are the organizations that provide 
the manning, training, strategy, policy, 
equipment, and ultimately enable the 
fleet to accomplish warfighting. The 
38th Commandant’s Planning Guidance 
(2019) spent pages talking about the 
manpower reforms the Service must 
make to military talent management, 
but not one word was uttered about the 
talent management of the 35,000 civil-
ian Marines enabling the entire force. 

The work of civilian Marines is vital 
to mission accomplishment, and this 
article by no means should be construed 
to attack the important role they play 
for our Corps and country. The fact of 
the matter, however, is there exists nu-
merous issues with the human resources 
(HR) system. First, it makes hiring and 
recruitment exceedingly difficult by tak-
ing so long to recruit and select talent 
that highly desirable applicants often 

Civilian-Marine
Talent Management

Applying equal rigor to the civil service workforce

by Capt Abe Male

>Capt Male is a Vice President, Corporate Strategy for City National Bank and in 
the SMCR at Marine Air Support Squadron 6. Most recently, he was activated by 
HQMC, Deputy Commandant for Information at the Pentagon where he spent the 
last two years on active duty.
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move on by the time an offer is extended. 
Second, the HR system does an ineffec-
tive job at promoting the most effective 
employees. Third, and most important-
ly, the current system does a poor job 
of weeding out sub-par talent. On the 
military side, we identify and process 
out low performers roughly every four 
years. Marine officers who consistently 
fall in the bottom third for performance 
will be thanked for their dedicated ser-
vice and separated. Conversely, on the 
civilian side, job security is legendary. 
There is no mechanism to identify the 
strongest and weakest performers, and 
even if there were such a mechanism, 
there would be nothing the Corps could 
do about it. Civilian GS employees are 
not ranked against their peers, and the 
typical performance evaluation does not 
allow the Service to identify top and 
bottom talent enterprise wide. 

Civilian GS performance evaluations 
only allow three grades: one, three, and 
five. It is essentially pass or fail. A one 
means fail and will likely lead to the em-
ployee being put on a performance im-
provement plan. It also means employee 
relations will get involved. A manager 
cannot assign a one without significant 
warning and documentation. For this 
reason, managers almost never give a 
one. It is much easier to just give the 
employee a three (meets expectations) 
and find someone else to do the work. 
Fives mean the employee exceeded ex-
pectation, but there is no limit to the 
amount of fives or threes you can give 
out. Unlike many private companies, 
there is no quota  that requires a percent 
of employees must get a one or only a 
certain amount of fives can be given. 
The result is virtually everyone receives 
a three or a five, and top and bottom 
performers remain unknown.

Without any mechanism to effective-
ly identify top and bottom talent, there 
is no way to process out low performing 
or even counterproductive employees. 
Sub-par performers may only meet the 
bare minimum expectations and, bar-
ring gross misconduct, remain in their 
position for decades. The ramifications 
of this is almost incalculable because 
as time goes on the competence curve 
bends further and further away from 
where it needs to be. The system has 

nurtured and continues to compensate 
a workforce that no longer has incentive 
to perform. Why do we accept for our 
civilian Marines what we would never 
tolerate for our uniformed Marines? In 
the private sector, no successful com-
pany would maintain a system like this. 
There must be a mechanism to identify 
top and bottom talent for our civilians 
so that we can weed out the bottom 
and promote and retain only the best.

In response to this critique, an 
HQMC HR professional would likely 
defend the system by correctly point-
ing out that all GS employees receive 
annual performance evaluations. If 
managers identify an employee who 
is not meeting expectations, it should 
be documented, and the employee can 
be put on a performance improvement 
plan. If performance does not improve, 
then the employee can eventually be 
separated. However, in reality this is 
a Herculean task, and to actually ac-
complish it, managers would need to 

suspend large swaths of productive 
work time in order to manage the work 
improvement action plan.1 Thus, the 
subpar employee now costs the manager 
even more work. In addition, the time 
horizon to process out non-performers, 
is years when it should be months.

During my two years in HQMC, I 
became keenly sensitive to civilian tal-
ent management inefficiencies, espe-
cially after my assignments to multiple 
reorganization efforts for the Deputy 
Commandant for Information. When 
I asked senior military leaders (whom 
I considered mentors) why certain em-
ployees who were known to be subpar 
continued to remain in the organiza-
tion, lead crucial teams, and remain in 
their same role, I always received the 
same discouraging answer: that as a 
manager or division head our senior 
officers would have to spend 20–30 per-
cent of their time on HR and disciplin-

ary actions to terminate said employee. 
It took less effort to work around them 
than to remove them. I similarly spoke 
with a HR professional with over a de-
cade of experience in HQMC HR and 
was told that in all their time they had 
only ever seen one employee let go for 
poor performance.

HQMC is a kinetic environment 
full of short fuse taskers from general 
officers, the Fleet, and of course one’s 
daily job requirements. While not al-
ways the case, military members lead 
HQMC organizations while the bulk 
of the workforce is GS civilians. Under 
this system, leaders simply do not have 
the bandwidth to dedicate a quarter 
of their time to HR issues for a single 
low-performing employee. Making it 
more challenging is that the civilian 
GS HR system is not intuitive, and on 
the military side, leaders have trouble 
understanding how to best navigate it. 
Perhaps most disheartening of all, lead-
ers live with the threat of a grievance or 

employee relations getting involved if 
they give a poor performance evalua-
tion to an employee. If that same leader 
wants to move an employee to a role 
they think would suit the employee and 
the organization better, they are warned 
that the new responsibilities might not 
fall within the employee’s existing posi-
tion description (PD). While a military 
member can be assigned at will within 
the organization, a civilian may only 
be assigned jobs that are specified in 
their PD. If a PD says the employee 
must supervise a team and be a branch 
head, then that is where they stay—even 
if they fall short of every competence 
metric. Try to move that employee, and 
a senior officer will face a grievance (that 
they will probably lose), and be bogged 
down in a bureaucratic labyrinth. 

Yet another factor preventing top 
level civilian performance is that mili-
tary leaders frequently rotate in and out 

Without any mechanism to effectively identify top and 

bottom talent, there is no way to process out low per-

forming or even counterproductive employees.
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of their HQMC roles. The longest one 
might expect a military member to be 
in their role is three years, but it is often 
much less. Since it can easily take years 
to separate a non-performing employee 
given the appeals and grievances pro-
cesses, any civilian just needs to wait it 
out, and within a year or two, the colo-
nel or general will be off to a new role. 

In the few years, they are at HQMC, 
our senior military leaders are simply 
not equipped to manage civilian talent 
given the current talent management 
system. They have neither the time nor 
the comprehension of its intricacies and 
nuances.
 It is clear that various issues exist 
which must be addressed by Service 

leadership. Just as the Marine Corps 
depends on a system to identify and re-
tain/separate talent at every level for our 
military personnel, the Service needs 
something similar on the civilian GS 
side. If we are to compete in a modern 
world against modern threats, we need 
to modernize talent management to en-
sure we are only retaining and promot-
ing the most qualifi ed civilians.   

Note

1. Separation during the initial probationary 
period is less daunting of a task. However, it 
is rarely done and the primary issue centers on 
employees who are mid/late career.
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I
n July 2019, Gen Berger, the 38th 
Commandant of the Marine 
Corps, published his Comman-
dant’s Planning Guidance. Within 

the priority focus area of force design, he 
addresses an array of personnel topics. 
One of those topics is fi tness reports 
and the current Performance Evalua-
tion System. There are eight elements 
related to the Performance Evaluation 
System that he states, at a minimum, 
need evaluation to assess whether they 
merit a change. Of those eight elements, 
at least six would assist board members 
in the conduct of their analysis when 
determining the best qualifi ed Marines 
for promotion, command, education, 
or other assignment during a selection 
board. Additionally, if done correctly, 
those six elements can be developed into 
a metric that would reduce the variation 
of interpretation by individual board 
members when considering a Marine 
for selection. Board members use the 
Master Brief Sheet (MBS), individual 
fi tness reports, and other documents 
within a Marine’s Offi cial Military 
Personnel File (OMPF) to determine 
eligibility for selection. It is a large array 
of data to review and consolidate during 
a three to fi ve minute brief for other 
board members to determine if a Marine 
meets selection criteria when compared 
to other Marines. Yet, each member of 
that board will have a different inter-
pretation of elements within each in-
dividual OMPF, and when analyzing a 
MBS, each board member most likely 
gives different credence and weight to 
certain data elements than other board 
members. There is no explicit congru-
ency between board members. One 
of the byproducts at the root of the 
Commandant’s guidance with respect 

to evaluating changes in the personnel 
evaluation system is the investigation 
into changes within the fi tness reports 
that will make it easier for board mem-
bers to review and evaluate quantitative 
data with minimal variation in interpre-
tation. Additionally, with a majority of 
the analysis of the quantitative data be-
ing completed for them, board members 
could have more time to analyze other 
elements within the Marine’s OMPF 
such as billet accomplishments detailed 
in a fi tness report. This article will pro-
vide an example of how fi tness report 
metrics can be developed and weighted 
using data resident within the Master 
Brief Sheet to meet the Commandant’s 
Planning Guidance. 

Board Member Evaluation General 

Process

 There are a number of elements in 
the MBS that a board member will use 
to evaluate a Marine’s performance in 
grade or over the course of their career. 
These elements can range from physical 
fi tness scores to awards to education to 
weapons qualifi cation. The main fac-
tors that determine a board member’s 
evaluation are the reporting senior (RS) 
relative value (RV) scores, the review-
ing offi cer (RO) comparative markings, 
and the RS and RO comments. The 
focus of this article will be the RV scores 
based on the RS markings. There are a 
number of factors a board member will 
take into account when evaluating the 
RV. One of the factors is the hourglass 

profi le metric that breaks down the 
percentage of fi tness reports a Marine 
Reported On (MRO) has in the upper, 
middle, and lower third and the ratio of 
the percentage of reports in those third 
when compared to each other. Also, 
a board member may look at the RV 
score at processing and the cumulative 
RV score, taking note of whether there 
was an increase or a decrease between 
the two scores. A board member may 
also take note of the number of fi tness 
reports written by the RS and the length 
of the reporting period. All in all, there 
are a number of factors that a board 
member may review, note, and record 
from their research into the MRO’s re-
cord and MBS in order to brief other 
members of the board concerning the 
MRO’s consideration for selection. Yet, 
given the number of factors a briefer will 
review, it is probably unlikely that any 
one board member would brief the same 
conclusions as another member would 
if they were responsible for reviewing 
the same individual MRO’s package. 
Where one member may note an 82 RV 
score from a two month long observed 
fi tness report, another briefer may not, 
thinking it is self-explanatory to other 
board members. Additionally, when in-
corporating the short-observed time, 
low RV score into the hourglass profi le 
metric, it will have the same weight in 
the overall hourglass metric as a twelve-
month upper third report and a ten-
month middle third report. Meaning, if 
there were only these three reports, the 

Improving
Selection Boards

Developing a weighted relative value score

by LtCol Roy L. Miner
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board members would see an hourglass 
profile metric reflecting 33 percent of 
reports in the upper third, 33 percent 
of reports in the middle third, and 33 
percent of reports in the lower third. 
This despite in our hypothetical situ-
ation only 8.3 percent of the observed 
time in the MRO’s career accounts for 
a lower third report. This hypothetical 
would most likely be caught by board 
members, but it may be more problem-
atic to account for the contributions of 
reports to the hourglass metric as the 
MRO receives more and more fitness 
reports throughout their career. Hope-
fully, if not addressed by the briefing 
board member, the other board mem-
bers would note it as they all have an 
opportunity to review the MRO’s MBS 
during the three to five minute given 
brief. However, there is no guarantee, 
and there is most likely variance in how 
one board member analyzes and evalu-
ates a MRO’s package over another. The 
onus of the analysis and presentation of 
the MRO’s MBS belongs to only one in-
dividual board member. The quality of 
the analysis and presentation is depen-
dent on the experience and ability of the 
board member to succinctly articulate a 
Marine’s career for all board members 
to evaluate, and every board member 
is a rookie at this process at least once. 
So, the current evaluation process in 
selection board proceedings requires 
the sharp analysis and insight on the 
part of the board to present the best 
possible brief on behalf of the MRO. 
However, much of this analysis can be 
taken into account (length of observed 
fitness reports, number of reports, RV) 
and combined into a single metric for 
the board to evaluate, effectively reduc-
ing the degree of variability in interpre-
tation of the RV scores between board 
members. 

Developing an Evaluation Metric Us-
ing Utility Factors

The following section describes a 
method that addresses the Comman-
dant’s Planning Guidance in weighting 
reports and provides board members a 
single evaluation metric to reduce vari-
ability in interpretation and captures 
the MRO’s RV scores over their career. 
This can be done using data currently 

resident within the MBS of the MRO. 
No new data would need to be added. 
The fundamental idea behind what 
the metric is evaluating is an average 
weighted percentage when compared to 
a perfect career 100 RV for the MRO 
where the weights are determined by the 

length of the report and the number of 
reports a RS has written for Marines of a 
similar rank, and it will be shown there 
is no disadvantage between one Marine 
having a number of reports short in du-
ration by reporting seniors with shallow 
profiles to another Marine with lengthy 
reports written by reporting seniors with 
large profiles.

A weighting method for fitness re-
ports can be employed by introducing 

utility functions for the length of a re-
port and the number of reports writ-
ten by a reporting senior. We can also 
assume that these two functions will 
have equal weighting in determining the 
final evaluation metric (i.e., each value 

derived from the individual functions 
contribute half of the final weight). The 
utility function for report length the 
author proposes in this article is f(x) = 
1-e^(-2x/m) where “x” is the observed 

length of the fitness report in months 
and “m” is a utility factor that remains 
constant for the population of MROs 
in determining the weight contribution 
for length of reports. Additionally, the 
utility function for reporting seniors’ 
total number of reports is similarly f(y) 

= 1-e^(-y/r) where “y” is the observed 
number of reports a reporting senior 
has written for Marines of similar rank 
and “r” is a utility factor that remains 
constant for the population of MROs in 
determining the weight contribution for 
a RS profile size. The choice of “m” and 
“r” and the reasons behind it can vary, 
but for the purposes of this article, we 
will assume that the constant “m” will 
be six months and the constant “r” will 

be eight reports. Table 1 depicts the util-
ity function values for the various length 
of reports from one to twelve months if 
“m” had a value of six months. Thus, 
a fitness report with a reporting period 
of four months would have a weight of 

0.7364. Table 2 depicts the utility func-
tion values for the various RS quantity 
of reports written from 3 to 40 if “r” 
had a value of 8 reports. A fitness report 
where the reporting senior profile size is 

Table 1.

Table 2.

... there is no guarantee, and there is most likely vari-

ance in how one board member analyzes and evalu-

ates a MRO’s package over another.
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twelve reports would have a weight of 
0.7769. Figure 1 demonstrates the rate 
at which the utility function value in-
creases as the length of the fitness report 
“x” increases. Similarly, Figure 2 dem-
onstrates the rate at which the utility 
function value increases as the number 
of reports “y” increases for an RS profile 
size. Note that the incremental change 
in utility function values decrease as the 
length of the report or the number of RS 
reports written increases. This indicates 
the eventual calculated weights between 
reports will be more similar to each 

other the longer the observed report-
ing period is or the more reports written 
in the RS profile. In other words, the 
eventual calculated difference in weight 
between a one-month observed report 
and a two-month observed report will 
be greater than the difference between 
an eight-month observed report and a 
nine-month observed report—similarly 
for the number of written reports.

Next, we would multiply the RV 
for each individual report against the 
utility factors derived from the above 
equations and compare it to the “what 

if” of a 100 RV report. In our example 
numbers above, if a MRO had a 92.75 
for an individual fitness report that 
was 4 months in length and was one 
of 12 reports, then we would calculate 
the metric for that individual report 
as 92.75(0.7364) + 92.75(0.7769) = 
68.3011 + 72.0575 = 140.3586. We 
then compare that summation to the 
possibility of the fitness report having a 
100 RV, which would yield 100(0.7364) 
+ 100(0.7769) = 73.64 + 77.69 = 
151.3300. And to compare how close 
it is to the 100 RV, we would divide the 
observed RV by the 100 RV calcula-
tions which yields 140.3586/151.3300 = 
92.7500. So, there is no drop or increase 
to the RV of an individual fitness report 
when applying a weight to it based on 
the length of the report or the number of 
reports written by the reporting senior. 
An individual with a 92 RV for a report 
that is 2 months in length from a RS 
with 5 reports written in their profile 
will be the same as a 92 RV for a report 
that is 8 months in length from a RS 
with 15 reports written in their profile. 
The influence of the weight will come 
into effect when we aggregate all the 
fitness reports of a Marine’s career using 
the above calculated methods.

Table 3 (on following page) shows 
an example where we include two ad-
ditional fitness reports with the example 
fitness report above and the resulting 
calculations. Let us assume in addition 
to the one we outlined above with the 
RV of 92.75, we have a fitness report 
with a RV of 80 that is three months 
in length and written by a RS with a 
profile size of 4. The other has a RV of 
98.5 that is 10 months in length and 
is written by a RS with a profile size of 
25. The MBS would show this as the 
MRO having one report in the lower 
third, one in the middle third, and one 
in the upper third. Hopefully a board 
member would see these three fitness re-
ports as above average overall with some 
analysis and reasoning, and if you do 
take the average of the three RVs (each 
report contributing the same weight), 
you would have a value of 90.42. But 
using the utility equations and method 
described above would yield the metric 
92.29, a high middle third value. While 
the difference between 90.42 and 92.29 Figure 2. (Figure provided by author.)

Figure 1. (Figure provided by author.)
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does not seem signifi cant, on the 20 
increment RV scale of 80–100 it is a 
9.35 percent increase. Board members 
have no prescribed method of how to 
gauge the values in aggregate. Maybe 
their estimate would yield above 90, 
maybe below 90. In this instance the 
80 RV report accounts for 23.0 percent 
of the weight of the metric, the 92.75 
RV report accounts for 33.9 percent of 
the weight of the metric, and the 98.5 
RV report accounts for 43.1 percent of 
the weight of the metric. The weight 
here is calculated as the percentage of 
the maximum possible points for an 
individual fi tness report with the total 
maximum possible points. As more and 
more fi tness reports are included, the 
weight each fi tness report contributes 
to the overall metric becomes more and 
more distributed. If we change the fi rst 
fi tness report to a RV of 85, there is no 
change to the breakout of thirds one 
would see in the MBS. The average 
RV of the three fi tness reports would 
now be 92.08, high middle third. The 
metric calculated using the utility equa-
tions would be 93.44, just cresting into 
the area that is considered the upper 
third. There would be no change to 
the weights. Table 4 provides an ex-
ample of a metric derived from ten fi t-
ness reports and each fi tness report’s 
associated weight. As you can see, the 
distribution of the weights spreads out 
a little more evenly as more observed 
fi tness reports are introduced into the 
calculation of the metric and the reports 
with longer report lengths and higher 
amounts of reports written are compa-
rable to each other in weight. The short 
reports with small profi les accounts for 
a smaller degree of the overall weight 

when compared to the other reports as 
opposed to an even ten percent since it 
is one of ten reports.
 There may be some arguments that 
this method reduces a Marine’s career to 
just a number and board members will 
only focus on that number. An answer 
to that argument is this metric reduces 
the amount of analysis a board member 
may have to complete when reviewing 
the MBS. It will also reduce the variable 
amount of interpretation between the 
different board members concerning the 
data that is available for them to review 
in the MBS and how to interpret the 
MRO’s hourglass profi le. Board mem-
bers will look at the numbers, regardless. 
But there is no guarantee that they are 
all looking at them in the same manner 
or would brief them the same way. They 
will look at a fi tness report with a low 

RV value and note that it is only one 
or two months long. They will look at 
the number of Marines a RS has writ-
ten on to see if that RS has a deep or 
shallow profi le. They will look at the 
relative value and see if it is increasing 
or decreasing under the same reporting 
senior. They will also take into consid-
eration whether the RV is low given it 
is the fi rst fi tness report in a new rank 
for that Marine. So the numbers can 
have an infl uence on the board member 
and can infl uence how they brief a Ma-
rine’s package. Additionally, the longer 
the career, the more numbers there are 
to review and interpret for the briefer. 
The numbers can have an infl uence on 
how the other board members, as they 
listen to the brief and review the MBS, 
interpret the Marine’s career, and the 
numbers determine the structure and 
shape of the “hourglass” profi le that all 
board members see but may interpret 
differently. Additionally, there are still 
other elements within the MBS a board 
member should review before determin-
ing their fi nal assessment for the pack-
age. Reducing the numerical analysis 
for board members can provide them 
more time to evaluate other elements 
of the fi tness report such as billet ac-
complishments over the career as well 
as Section I and K comments over the 
career.

Table 4.

Table 3.

https://mca-marines.org/gazette


 www.mca-marines.org/gazette 59Marine Corps Gazette • July 2021

Conclusion

 The above method described could 
also be employed to determine a weight-
ed metric for each rank in a similar fash-
ion the MBS does currently. Regardless, 
there are a number of methods that can 
be used to weight the fi tness reports. 
The use of the utility functions in this 
article is simply one of many methods 
that can be employed. Should those 
exact utility functions be used? In the 
author’s opinion, not necessarily. The 
utility constants for report length and 
reports written would not need to be 
six and eight, respectively. Those were 
simply arbitrary numbers picked to 
demonstrate the examples in this article. 
But the author does hold the opinion 
that it should be a function where the 
difference between the weights dimin-
ishes as the length of the report or the 
number of reports written by the RS 
increases. Thus, a function that yields 
a horizontal asymptotic curve with a 
decreasing slope as the report length 

and number of reports written by the 
RS increases. 
 The described method only works 
for the RV derived from the RS mark-
ings and profi le, and this is only one 
aspect of data the selection board uses 
to make an assessment. Could you use 
the same type of metric for the RO’s 
comparative assessment marking? In 
the author’s opinion, no. A RO may 
not necessarily have been the MRO’s 
RO for the full length of the reporting 
period—nor may they have the same di-
rect observation time of the MRO as the 
RS. Ideally, they would but that is not 
always the case and recruiting duty can 
serve as a good example. Additionally, 
their markings do not necessarily fall 
out in a manner where you could have 
an ordinal ranking as you do with the 
current RV metric. Does a metric need 
to be developed? The answer to that 
question is, much like the theme of this 
article, whether or not the metric would 
assist a board member’s responsibility in 

analyzing, understanding, and briefi ng 
the package. The goal is not to reduce 
the selection criteria to a number. The 
goal is to assist the board members in 
their preparation and briefi ng of the in-
dividual’s selection package and reduce 
the variability in perception amongst 
board members when it comes to evalu-
ating metrics. If that is the goal, then 
there are probably a number of ways one 
can analyze the collective comparative 
assessments from a Marine’s ROs since 
ROs with large profi les will heavily in-
fl uence the current metrics used in the 
hourglass profi le. But that would be a 
separate article. The method described 
in this article is merely a proposal to 
what the Commandant published in his 
guidance with respect to personnel and 
the Performance Evaluation System.
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