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ABSTRACT: Today's officer evaluation systemexhibits two
particular flaws — rating inflation and generic infornmation.

I nfl ated performance ratings hanper the Arny’s ability to

di scern the true potential of each individual. Equally
detrinmental, generic information prevents the Arny fromfully
identifying and enpl oying the productive talents of its
officers. If the Arny truly intends to enbrace talent
managenent, it nmust relook its current officer evaluation
efforts. Any future systemnust entail nore than a “one-size-
fits-all,” command-centric, pronotion-oriented annual report.
Est abl i shing eval uati on conditions and incentives that pronote
of ficer devel opnent, credentialing, and talent matching are key
to the creation of a talent-focused Oficer Corps strategy. This
approach yields accurate, detailed, and actionabl e information,
mtigating the rating inflation and generic assessnents that

characterize the current eval uation system



INTRODUCTION

Hi s deepest talents were as a planner and adni ni strator.
Wrd had it around the Arnmy that he was a remarkably efficient
and congeni al staff officer, a good nunber two nan. “Best clerk
| ever had,” quipped a fornmer boss.! As a result, pronotion and
command assi gnnents eluded him Stuck at |ieutenant col onel, he
contenplated retirenment. After all, the Arny was naki ng poor use
of his talents, and many of his friends had already left the
servi ce for high-paying business jobs. He’'d given it his best
shot. It was tine to nove on.

Al nost overni ght, however, his career prospects changed. As
war approached, the new Arny Chief of Staff sought tal ented
pl anners and adm ni strators to transformand grow the force. In
rapi d succession, the |ieutenant col onel noved through staff
posi tions of increasing responsibility, advancing from
i eutenant colonel to brigadier general in the sane year.

Si xteen nonths |ater, Dw ght Ei senhower pinned on his fourth
star.

Ei senhower’s rapid rise fromrelative obscurity to conmand
of all Allied forces in Europe during Wrld War Il epitom zed
“the right officer in the right place at the right tinme.” It
seened indicative of sound tal ent managenent and, on sone |evel,
it was. The late bloom of his career was made possi ble by Arny
Chief of Staff George C. Marshall, who held the Arny’s rigid
peacetine seniority systemin disdain and viewed it as an
obstacle to true tal ent managenment. Unfortunately for Marshall
the generic officer evaluation systemof the day did little to
inventory individual talents.? Instead, Marshall had to rely
heavi | y upon personal observations and face-to-face
recommendati ons. He conpiled his own officer talent inventory or

“bl ack book,” and Ei senhower had caught his attention during the



Loui si ana maneuvers of 1941.3 But lke's neteoric rise also

contai ned nore than an el ement of chance — he becane Marshall’s
prot égé in Decenber of 1941 only because Col onel Charles Bundy,
the War Plans Division' s senior planner for Pacific operations,

was killed in a plane crash and had to be replaced i mediately.*

THE PURPOSE OF EVALUATIONS

Conpr ehensi ve and accurate eval uati on systens can
drastically reduce the el ement of chance when maki ng of ficer
devel opment and enpl oynent decisions, leading to greatly
enhanced productivity. This is no easy task, however. At great
expense, private enterprises have experinmented wth eval uation
systens spanning all |evels and functions of an organization,
from annual eval uations, to 360 degree reviews, to board
exam nations, to peer and self assessnents, etc. Wy? Because
effective evaluations reveal the state of a | abor force, the
critical asset in any enterprise.

A conprehensi ve eval uati on system nust do nore than
eval uate individual talent, however. It nust al so evaluate the
enterprise’s talent managenent efforts. This cannot be done
wi t hout gat hering detailed and accurate i nformation about both
i ndi vi dual enpl oyees and specific work requirements. Wthin an
Arny officer context, evaluations determ ne who will be
comi ssi oned or pronoted. They certify individual devel oprent al
progress, affect Arny retention decisions, and drive individua
assignments. In short, evaluations undergird all aspects of the
O ficer Career Model
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Figure 1. Army Officer Human Capital Model

G ven this, the Arny nust have an officer evaluation system
that gets it right. It nmeans abandoni ng cl osed personal networks
and “one-size-fits-all” evaluation reports and noving instead
towards an information rich system one that captures the unique
talents of every officer and the equally unique requirenents of
every assignnent. It demands an understandi ng of the
i nt er dependency between accessi ng, devel opi ng, retaining, and
enploying officer talent. Lastly, it requires incentives that
pronote high fidelity information about its people.

EVIDENCE OF A SUB-OPTIMAL OFFICER EVALUATION SYSTEM

Evi dence that the Arny's current evaluation systemis sub-
opti mal can be found across the O ficer Career Mdel. In the

real m of accessions, for exanple, alnost 20 percent of new Arny



officers are provided via the OCS-EO (Enlistnment Option). This
relatively new comm ssioni ng source produces officers after only
a few nonths of evaluating them in stark contrast to the years
of evaluation entailed by other comm ssioning sources. In the
real mof officer devel opnment, the Arny now graduates nore than
99 percent of all officers through basic, career, internedi ate,
and advanced | eadership courses. Wien virtually all officers
pass the Arny's primary devel opnent courses, it indicates that

t hose prograns have limted evaluative rigor. As a result, the
credentials gained via graduation fromthese Arny prograns
provi de no unique or distinguishing information about its

of ficers.

The view froma retention and pronotion standpoint is
di mer still. The Army pronotes nearly 90 percent of its
of ficers through the rank of |ieutenant col onel. Since 2008, it
has pronoted captains to the rank of major two years “bel ow the
zone” (early), sonetimes with as few as two eval uation reports
providing the basis for that decision. Additionally, conpany
grade officers (lieutenants through captains) receive virtually
no performance ranking at all. The conbi nati on of high pronotion
rates and virtually nonexistent ratings for junior officers has
severely underm ned the officer evaluation system- the Arny
essentially has an evaluation systemthat does not allowit to
di scrimnate between the talent it should enploy and the talent
it should cull.

Addi tionally, “black book” talent prospecting remains
standard practice anong senior Arny | eaders, denonstrating the
eval uation systenis failure to fully inventory those talents
required for success in demandi ng assignnents. A deep and broad
talent inventory is critical to an enterprise of the Arny’ s size
and conplexity. The current Oficer Evaluation Report, however,

seeks a particular talent distribution in every individual,



despite the widely differing distributions of skills, know edge
and behavior required to performoptimally as an infantry

pl at oon | eader versus a signal conpany commander versus an
acqui sitions colonel. Evaluating all officers against the sane
generic criteria hides talent fromthe Arny and nmakes it far

| ess effective than it could be. In short, the current Oficer
Eval uati on Report, the Arnmy’ s centerpiece screening, vetting,
and culling tool, is an increasingly toothless instrunent, one
that fails to recogni ze the interdependence of accessing,
devel opi ng, enploying, and retaining talent.

Per haps not surprisingly, Arny officers hold the current
systemin |ow regard. Over 70 percent of thembelieve that it is
only noderately useful at identifying the highest potenti al
officers, those to pronote, those who should receive additiona
education, or those who should comand the Arny’s formations.?>

The chal | enges confronting today’s officer eval uation
system are not new. Since its inception, it has exhibited two
particular flaws — rating inflation and generic information.

I nfl at ed performance ratings hanper the Arny’s ability to

di scern the true potential of each individual. Equally
detrinmental, generic information prevents the Arny fromfully
identifying and enpl oying the productive talents of its

of ficers.

O ficer efficiency reports have ranged fromthe Continental
Arny’s subjective narrative approach to the conpl ex, 24 page
annual reports required in the Wrld War | era. In 1936, the
first version of the nodern Departnent of the Arnmy Form 67 was
introduced. Its intent was to correct the rating inflation and
i nformati on gaps of the past, provide an appraisal of officer
performance in a particular position and tinmeframe, assess his

character, and forecast his potential.®



As World War Il approached, however, these changes proved
ineffectual. Oficer efficiency reports had renai ned generic and
inflated, making it inpossible to identify the best officers to
advance to general as the Arny rapidly expanded. | nstead,
performance during a series of Arnmy field exercises in 1941
(culmnating in the fanous Loui si ana maneuvers) becane the
centerpiece tool for evaluating general officer potential.
Thirty-one of forty-two Arny corps and division commanders were
relieved or shunted aside in the imediate aftermath of the
maneuvers. Many of these nen had previously received gl ow ng
efficiency reports. An additional twenty of twenty-seven
di vi si on commanders were replaced in 1942.7

Despite multiple revisions since 1936, the Arny’s
eval uation systemand its primary evaluation form (currently DA
Form 67-9) still fail to capture the talent distribution of its
officer corps or the interplay between the conponents of its
human capital nodel. Perhaps this is because the issue is not
one of eval uation method, but rather one of eval uation
incentives and priorities. The focus of an eval uation system
shoul d never be on any specific formor nethod. Rather, it nust
establish appropriate priorities and incentives.

THEORY

Wil e not perfectly anal ogous, the econom c theory of
externalities can yield valuable insight into how a conbi nation
of the right incentives and priorities can mtigate the effects
of rating inflation and generic data in the officer evaluation
system Negative externalities are unintended by-products of a
production process. They occur when the producer does not have
to bear the costs of the externality. Carbon em ssions are a

cl assic exanpl e of a negative externality, a by-product of



i ndustrial production. Wen the costs of these em ssions are not
borne by industrial firms, they have little incentive to reduce
them If, however, government regul atory agenci es place caps or
t axes upon these eni ssions and provi de nechanisns for selling or
“trading” credits earned via reduced eni ssions, behavior
changes. There is now an incentive to reduce or elimnate carbon
em ssions. Likewi se, rating inflation and generic officer
assessnments are uni ntended by-products of the current officer
eval uati on system and they occur for several reasons.

First, raters do not bear the direct costs of inflated
rati ngs and generic assessnments. Few raters will cross paths
with a rated officer in the future, so the direct costs to the
rater are minimal. In fact, raters currently bear direct costs
only when providing conprehensive eval uati ons of poor
per formance because these ratings jeopardize an officer's
pronotion potential. Reduced pronotion potential woul d nost
i kel y engender poor performance fromthe rated officer, wth
t he associ ated negative production costs falling directly on the
conmander .

Second, the Arny evaluation systemrelies unduly upon a
si ngl e mechanism- the Oficer Evaluation Report (CER). An
ef fective evaluation system however, is nore than a form It
nmust instead be a conprehensive instrunent, one that guides
enterprise talent nmanagenent. This inforns individual
devel opnent and credentialing, the validation of an officer’s
evol ving capabilities. Those credentials in turn facilitate job
mat chi ng. Such processes, however, require detail ed and accurate
information lying far beyond the scope of today’ s boilerplate
eval uation report.

A third contributing factor to rating inflation and generic
assessnments is the use of centralized pronotion boards. These

boards tend to make pronotion decisions based upon prescribed



wor di ng, incentivizing raters to "do no harnf to the pronotion
prospects of even marginally performng officers. It also | eads
to a trenendous anount of mssing information, as today’'s
pronoti on boards seek command-centric talent distributions above
all others. Wile command talent is clearly critical to the
Arny, command positions account for |less than 12 percent of al
of fi cer assignnents. Because boards focus inordinately upon
command tal ent, however, raters respond accordingly, failing to
identify the depth and breadth of talent required to nan the
remai ni ng 88 percent of officer positions. Conpounding the
problem the CER s outsized role in pronotion decisions

simul taneously undercuts its utility as a devel opnent,
credentialing or talent-matching tool.

Sunmmi ng up, the current evaluation systemincentivizes
raters to wite evaluations with the sol e purpose of pronotion,
pronotes themvia a centralized board, and then assigns officers
to jobs commensurate with their newrank. In a talent based
eval uati on system however, pronotion is a result of
devel opnment, credentialing, and job matching, not a precursor.
Est abl i shing such a systemrequires a conpl ete reappraisal of
today’ s approach with an eye toward gathering the detail ed and
accurate information critical to genuine officer talent
managenent .

TOWARDS A TALENT-BASED EVALUATION SYSTEM

To address the chal |l enges descri bed above, any future
eval uati on system nust nove pronotion to the background and
bring devel opnent, talent certification, and talent matching to
t he foreground. Doing so causes genuinely useful incentives to
energe, proceeding fromthe notion that officers are uniquely

talented rather than interchangeable. Raters would then be



incentivized to provide accurate and detailed infornmation on
every officer. This would foster the further devel opment and
certification of each officer’s talent. It would al so give

eval uations a central role in talent matching, engendering
future assignments that allow nore officers to perform
optimally. The key to such information fidelity is decoupling
eval uations frompronotion risk. This allows raters to honestly
and accurately assess officers, secure in the know edge that
their efforts will nove officers toward assignnments that truly
| iberate their tal ents.

When such incentives are in place, rating inflation and
generic assessnents (externalities) will be elimnated. The Arny
will truly see the talent possessed by its officers. It wll
make better enpl oynent decisions as a result, inproving
accessions, retention and devel opnental efforts while increasing
productivity. The eval uation systemw || still have a role
in pronotion decisions, of course, but not an outsized one.
Instead of tine in grade considerations, which have little to do
with talent, optimal performance resulting fromsolid job
mat ching will drive pronotions. For exanple, the young captain
who clearly possesses the depth and breadth of talent to be a
battalion S3 can conpete with all other officers for a battalion
S3 position. If selected, he or she would be pronoted to the
rank of major to provide the authorities commensurate with the
duti es.

Maki ng pronotion decisions in this way enhances the Arny’s
ability to deal with sone of its nost pressing officer corps
chal I enges, particularly its current md-ranks shortages. A
flexible, talent-driven pronotion systemwould elimnate officer
inventory m smat ches, as shortages at one grade could be filled
by excess officers in another possessing the required talents.

As foreign as this approach nmay sound to sone readers, it is in
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many ways simlar to the approach used in the NCOranks. It is
al so an approach that was used in the officer ranks fromthe
Arny's inception through Wrld War |1. But it is only now, with
t he advent of information age technol ogies, that the Army can
truly inventory the full breadth and depth of its talent supply
and demand. The officer evaluation system nust | everage these
technol ogies. Only then can the Arny enterprise nove beyond
eval uating all officers against one another and instead toward
eval uating their performance against their duty requirenents.
Such eval uations yield trenmendously val uabl e i nformation, not

j ust about how officers are perform ng, but also about how the
Arny is performng as a tal ent manager.

CONCLUSION

If the Arny truly intends to enbrace tal ent managenent, it
nmust relook its current officer evaluation efforts. Any future
system nust entail nore than a “one-size-fits-all,” comuand-
centric, pronotion-oriented annual report. Establishing
eval uation conditions and incentives that pronote officer
devel opnment, credentialing, and talent matching are key to the
creation of a talent-focused Oficer Corps strategy. This
approach yields accurate, detailed, and actionabl e information,
mtigating the rating inflation and generic assessnents that

characterize the current eval uation system

! Carlo D Este, Eisenhower: A Soldier’s Life. New York, Henry Holt and Co., 2002, p.
235. That boss was Dougl as MacArt hur.

2 |'n 1940, the expanding Arny needed 150 additional generals. O the 4,000 officers
eligible for pronotion, 2,000 had been evaluated as “superior and best suited,” making
it inmpossible to discern which officers possessed general officer talents. See Charles
D. Herron, “Efficiency Reports,” The Infantry Journal, Vol. LIV (April 1944), p. 31.
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3 “Black books” refers to the personal inventories of officer talent maintained by
senior |eaders, a practice as old as the Arny itself. Theodore Roosevelt identified
Pershing for leadership in this fashion, just as Marshall identified E senhower. Black
books represent a senior l|leader’s inventory of high potential talent based largely
upon first-hand experience. Wile useful, they reveal just the tiniest segment of
officer talent - for exanmple, had Marshall not personally served with a young
Ei senhower, the future president’'s nmlitary career night have ended in relative
obscurityl1940 despite his deep enterprise nanagenent abilities.

“ DEste, p. 283. lke's assignment to the War Plans Division put his talent on daily
di splay for General Mrshall. It was instrunental in his rapid ascent to five stars.

5 2007 SOC dat abase.
6 SR 600-185-1, Sec 1.

" D Este, pp. 279-280.
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