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Grooming the
21st-Century
MAGTF Officer

heInformation Age demands
officers who are capable of
thriving, not simply surviv-
ing, in the future contested
multi-domain environment. Unfor-
tunately, the Marine Corps has an
Industrial Age manpower model un-
fit for generating expert officers in the
Intormation Age. The Marine Corps
Operating Concept (MOC) stresses that
“la]ll leaders ... will need critical think-
ing skills to continually assess and navi-
gate complex engagements” across all
five domains with influence by military,
civilian, and adversary belligerents.! As
operations continue to decentralize and
become more distributed in nature, the
importance of these qualities at the
lower level increases dramatically. The
current officer manpower system effi-
ciently sources officers through career
pipelines specifically to groom candi-
dates for O-5 level command. However,
itineffectively facilitates officer develop-
ment per the demands of the current
and future operating environments.
Moreover, the current model restricts
the Marine Corps from fully imple-
menting its warfighting philosophy. To
meet the intent of its maneuver war-
fighting philosophy, the aspirations of
the MOC and the staffing requirements
of the future, the Marine Corps should
adopt a new officer career model that
combines traditional staffing practices
with evolutionary concepts.
A new officer career model should
possess a promotion system with char-
acteristics that exploit the talents and
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abilities of individual officers yet still
adheres to a supply and demand con-
cept. [tshould evolve from the up or out
systein, where the restrictions of time
in grade, forces officers up with promo-
tion or out if twice passed over for pro-
motion.2 Above all, it should provide
an opportunity for officers to retuse
promotion and remain in their current
rank. The evolutionary process is up by

... the Marine Corps
should adopt a new of-
ficer career model ...

desire or need, out by desire or dismiss-
al. In other words, officers would stay
at their rank until they volunteered for
promotion (up by desire), or the Marine
Corps had vacancies without sufficient
competent volunteers for promotion
(up by need). The resignation process
remains the same (out by desire), as does
the process for dismissal. An additional
tool for the Marine Corps would be the
non-punitive administrative reduction.

This tool would apply to officers who
performed poorly at the current grade
but performed exceptionally well at a
lower grade. Laurence J. Peter and Ray-
mond Hull created the Peter Principle,
which argues that “in a hierarchy every
employee tends to rise to his level of
incompetence.”3 The Marine Corpsis
indeed a hierarchy and is no exception
to this principle, but its employees un-
dertake positions of far greater conse-
quence than the or%auizations Peterand
Hull use as examples. Because maneu-
ver warfare “puts a premium on certain
particular human skills and traits,” the
Marine Corps must employ a new and
more effective model that puts the right
leaders at the right place and prevents
unfit leaders from gaining the wrong
positions.*

A new model encourages the one-
up-one-down practice for all billets,
in which the personnel system fills all
positions by one grade up or down from
the specified grade. This would provide
immeasurable flexibility in managing
personnel and greatly enhance the abil-
ity of commanders to maintain unit
integrity and effectiveness through
continuity of key billets.
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A new model should keep traditional
processes such as promotion boards
and command screening boards with
one exception. The career augmenta-
tion board is unnecessarily redundant
and an O-3 command screening board
should replace it. Lieutenants must be
selected for both career augmentation
and captain promotion board to con-
tinue their careers. Moreover, because
there are more officers than billets
in some communities, and captains
require an observed fitness report in
those billets, captains end up with lim-
ited time to gain proficiency and unit
cohesion. A new model eradicates the
selt-induced time sensitivity of key bil-
lets, which in turn enables the Marine
Corps to deliberately select captains for
the critical billets of company or battery
command.

A new model would meet the intent
of the Marine Corps maneuver warfare
philosophy more effectively than the
current system. The successful execu-
tion of maneuver warfare requires com-
petency, cohesion, implicit communica-
tion, and trust. Continuity is essential
to meet these requirements, but the cur-
rent staffing cycle does not facilitate it.
Although officers may be assigned to a
unit for a three-year period, they will
likely change billets, attend required
professional military education schools,
and/or execute individual augment as-
signments. By the time officers begin
to understand their environments and
develop trust with the members of their
units, they find themselves transferred to
different positions. Moreover, officer as-
signments within a unit typically overlap
every eighteen months and essentially
restart the development progress. Witha
new model, officers can remain in their
rank as desired or as required and con-
tribute to units with greater competency
and effectiveness.

MCDRP I states that “trust is an es-
sential trait among leaders ... [and] isa
product of confidence and familiarity.”
Confidence is a direct result of training,
education, and experience. Familiarity
develops by building relationships over
time. A new model suggests three years
or two deployment cycles in a billet as
enough time for personnel to gain and
then empioy experience in their posi—
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tions and additionally provides the
time necessary to build trust within
the command. Trust s also essential for
iinplicit communication, a “faster, more
effective way to communicate than
through the use of detailed, explicit
instructions.” Implicit communica-
tion is vital in complex and distributed
operations outlined in subordinate con-
cepts such as expeditionary advanced
base operations and littoral operations
in contested environments.

Despite the claim that “moral and
mental forces exert a greater influence
on the nature and the outcome of war,”
much of the Marine Corps structure
focuses on the physical forces.” A new
promotion system should prioritize the

The MOC describes its aspirations
as “[m]aneuver warfare in every dimen-
sion; combined arms in all domains,”
and further articulates five critical tasks
required for success.!? Out of the five
tasks, “Critical Task 6.5: Exploit the
Competence of the Individual Marine”
is the most relevant to this argument
but lacks critical thought, for it essen-
tially says we need to do better in our
current system. The highest echelons
of the Marine Corps can tell subordi-
nates to do better all they want, but
real results will only come with a new
personnel structure. The Marine Corps
can realize Critical Task 6.5 only with a
change to structure. To develop leaders,
enable cultural learning, develop Ma-

The successful execution of maneuver warfare re-
quires competency, cohesion, implicit communica-
tion, and trust. Continuity is essential ...

development of strong moral and men-
tal leaders because maneuver warfare,
which “places a premium on individual
judgment and action,” requires a more
educated and experienced breed of of-
ficers that the current system does not
produce as the norm.®

The current system hasalinear career
path that includes both command and
staff billets up through the O-5 level,
and although efficient, it is counter to
our doctrine. MCDP I states that

[w]e should recognize thatall Marines
of a given grade and occupational
specialty are not interchangeable and
should assign people to billets based on
specific ability and temperament. This
includes recognizing those who are
best suited to command assignments
and those who are best suited to staft’
assignments—without penalizing one
or the other by so recogtlizing.9
The Marine Corps currently does this,
but not until the O-5 level. A new
model directly reflects AMMCDP I and
in effect replaces the current structured
linear career progression model with a
flexible and competency-based selection

process for ranks and billets starting at
the O-3 level.

rines for complexity, train and educate
Marines for integrated naval operations,
and manage talent, the Marine Corps
must adopt a new model that gener-
ates the necessary time required to meet
those standards. Moreover, the MOC
and future operating environment in-
dicate a tuture conflict to be extremely
complexand distributed. This requires
leaders and units at the lowest levels to
be competent and cohesive. To achieve
this, units must work together over time
and develop interpersonal relationships,
greater trust, and more effective implicit
communication, all of which equate to
a greater generation of tempo against
our adversaries. A new model would
more effectively generate the conditions
necessary to meet the aspirations of the
MOC.

Retention represents a major ob-
stacle for staffing management, and it
will likely continue asa challenge in the
future. To overcome this, a new model
could generate greater job satisfaction
by empowering the officer to choose his
or her career path rather than follow
a pre-established one. Giving ofhicers
this freedom is an effective method
to retain talent.!! Moreover, when an
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officer pursues his goals, the Marine
Corps inadvertently accomplishes its
goals of retention. This is a mindset
transition that equalizes the emphasis
on the wants of people and the needs of
the organization. Many Marines did not
join the Marine Corps for money; how-
ever, the Marine Corps currently uses
financial incentives as a means for re-
tention.!? This is costly and ineffective
for it ignores a predominant incentive
that would keep talent within the ranks:
job satistaction. The future operating
environment requires highly compe-
tent and highly skilled officers who take
time to develop fully. Not every officer
should be a commander; yet, the cur-
rent structure forces officers through
a rigid pipeline designed to generate
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evaluation plan outlined by divisions,
wings, and groups. The Marine Corps
needs talented leaders who think criti-
cally in uncertain environments, leaders
capable of training their Marines and
sailors through their own experiences
and judgment, and leaders educated
for the unknowns that training alone
simply cannot provide.

To succeed in future endeavors, the
Marine Corps must develop its force to
match the complex problems associated
with the 21st century battlefield. Its pri-
mary guidelines for force development
should be MCDP 1, the authoritative
basis for how the Marine Corps fights
and prepares to fight.!> The second in-
fluencer of force development design

should be the A1OC, the Marine Corps

If the Marine Corps retains its Industrial-Age officer-
career system, it will not produce the officers needed
for success in the Information Age ...

the best possible resume for O-5 com-
mand. In turn, special skills atrophy,
and officers arbitrarily become jacks of
all trades and masters of none.!3 A new
model would provide an option for the
officer to choose a command pipeline
or remain competent in assigned skills.

Some may argue that this could bring
back the Navy’s “waiting for dead men’s
shoes” dilemma, where promotion is
stagnant and only occurs when people
above die or get out.* The personnel
model of yesteryear lacked what a new
model offers: flexibility and options.
The Marine Corps gains flexibility with
evolutionary concepts such as the “up
by desire or need, out by desire or dis-
missal,” command screening boards
starting at the O-3 level, and adminis-
trative reductions in rank.

Others may further argue that there
is no need to fix a model that is not bro-
ken. However, the Marine Corps has
not faced a serious challenge to test the
model in decades. Operations over the
last twenty years have produced a train-
ing continuum that leaves little for ju-
nior officers to think. In large part, they
simply follow the training effectiveness
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operational guidebook for the future.
The MOC emphasizes competence
as “an essential ingredient of mission
success.” ¢ Officers and their respective
units require time to become experts to
achieve the tenets of MCDP ] and the
tasks of the MOC. Time is a resource
the current staffing model does not at-
ford well, but a new model would im-
prove upon it. Moreover, the Marine
Corps is a human enterprise and must
capitalize on an oflicer staffing model
that gives ofhicers control over their ca-
reers. By-products of this would most
certainly be increased job satistaction.
The adoption of a new officer career
model is the significant change neces-
sary for the Marine Corps to meet the
intent of its maneuver warfighting phi-
losophy, the aspirations of the AM{OC,
and the stafling requirements of the
tuture. It the Marine Corps retains its
Industrial-Age officer-career system, it
will not produce the officers needed for
success in the Information Age and on
the 21st-century battlefield.
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