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Gender Differences in Officers’ Reasons for Leaving Active Duty 

Issue

What reasons do male and female officers give for leaving active-duty military service?  Are family concerns, such as amount of personal/family time and child care, factors in the decision to leave? 

Executive Summary


Data from the 2000 Military Exit Survey (MES), the most recent DoD-wide exit survey, are used to examine issues in this paper.

· Top reasons for leaving among female officers were: Overall job satisfaction (50%), Desire to settle in a particular location (38%), and Other (25%).

· Top reasons for leaving among male officers were: Desire to start a second career before becoming too old (44%), Overall job satisfaction (43%), and Desire to settle in a particular location (41%).

· Family problems at home was cited as a reason by less than 5% of male and female officers.

· As might be expected, a family’s influence on the decision of whether to stay or leave was greater for married officers, regardless of gender, than for single officers.

Findings

Reasons for Leaving


The survey provided separating Service members with a list of 31 reasons for leaving active duty.  Question 81 asked “To what extent was each of the following a reason for your leaving the Service?”  Response options included Not at all, Slight extent, Moderate extent, Great extent, and Very great extent.  Table 1 shows the percentage of males and females marking each as being a reason for his or her leaving to a Great extent or a Very great extent.  Again, please recall these data were collected in 2000. 
Table 1.

Percentage of Separatees Who Marked to a “Great Extent/Very Great Extent” for Each Reason for Leaving, in Order of Frequency for Total Female
	Reasons for Leaving
	Enlisted
	Enlisted
	Officers
	Officers
	Total 
	Total

	
	Male
	Female
	Male
	Female
	Male
	Female

	Continue my education          
	39
	42
	16
	20
	36
	39

	Overall job satisfaction   
	34
	35
	43
	50
	35
	37

	Pay and allowances         
	45
	33
	29
	20
	43
	32

	Desire to settle in a particular location            
	35
	28
	41
	38
	35
	30

	Desire to start second career before becoming too old       
	38
	27
	44
	19
	39
	26

	Level of fairness in performance evaluation            
	30
	26
	22
	20
	29
	25

	Not getting desirable or appropriate assignments            
	25
	23
	26
	24
	25
	24

	Lack of motivation, boredom            
	23
	23
	8
	13
	21
	21

	Promotion/advancement opportunities
	28
	22
	29
	15
	28
	21

	Problems w/superior(s)           
	19
	20
	9
	13
	18
	19

	Desire to get out while jobs are easy to get       
	27
	18
	24
	12
	27
	17

	Other reason
	10
	16
	17
	25
	11
	17

	Lack of training opportunities         
	18
	18
	11
	9
	17
	16

	Not assigned to jobs offering technical/professional development          
	19
	17
	15
	12
	19
	16

	Failed to be promoted       
	22
	16
	12
	6
	20
	15

	Family wanted me to separate/retire    
	15
	14
	13
	14
	15
	14

	Desire to start career before having to pay for childrens’ education          
	20
	14
	19
	5
	20
	13

	Too many deployments          
	20
	11
	19
	16
	20
	12

	Medical problems         
	8
	11
	4
	3
	7
	10

	Family problems at home    
	8
	8
	3
	2
	8
	7

	Homesickness                  
	8
	7
	2
	5
	7
	7

	Number of PCS moves       
	9
	6
	15
	10
	10
	6

	Difficulty meeting physical fitness requirements    
	4
	5
	2
	2
	3
	5

	Too few deployments             
	8
	5
	2
	5
	7
	5

	Maintaining weight/body fat standards         
	5
	4
	2
	3
	4
	4

	Involuntarily retired or separated/not accepted for reenlistment    
	4
	3
	5
	3
	4
	3

	Near maximum total time in grade   
	4
	3
	5
	2
	4
	3

	Inadequate access to the Internet, World Wide Web           
	5
	2
	1
	0
	4
	2

	Minor offenses or disciplinary problems                
	4
	2
	0
	1
	4
	2

	One or more serious (UCMJ) offenses 
	5
	1
	1
	1
	4
	1

	Near maximum age    
	2
	1
	2
	1
	2
	1

	Margins of error do not exceed:
	± 2 
	± 3
	± 3
	± 7
	± 2
	± 3


Source: 2000 MES

· Among female officers, items marked as reasons for leaving to a Great or Very great extent by approximately 25% or more include: Overall job satisfaction (50%), Desire to settle in a particular location (38%), Other (25%), and Not getting desirable or appropriate assignments (24%).

· Family problems at home was selected as a reason for leaving by 2% of female officers.

· Among male officers, items marked as reasons for leaving to a Great or Very great extent by approximately 25% or more include: Desire to start second career before becoming too old (44%), Overall job satisfaction (43%), Desire to settle in a particular location (41%), Pay and allowances (29%), Promotion/advancement opportunities (29%), Not getting desirable or appropriate assignments (26%), and Desire to get out while jobs are easy to get (24%).

· Family problems at home was selected as a reason for leaving by 3% of male officers.

Reasons for Leaving Ranked by Importance


To obtain more perspective on the relative importance of the 31 reasons for leaving, an additional survey item (Question 82) asked those separating to rank the most important reasons for leaving in order of importance.  Tables A-1 through A-3, in Appendix A, provide data for officers and enlisted on the top 10 first, second, and third most important reasons for leaving.

· Both male and female officers most frequently selected Overall job satisfaction (15% and 22%, respectively) or Other (11% and 14%, respectively) as the single most important reason for leaving. 

· Male officers most frequently selected Desire to start second career before becoming too old as both the second (10%) and third (10%) most important reasons for leaving.

· Female officers most frequently selected Desire to settle in a particular location as the second most important reason (11%), and Overall job satisfaction as the third most important (12%).

Influencing Separatees to Stay in Service


Data from Question 52 were used to identify the most important factors to improve retention.  Question 52 asked “Which is the most important factor that we could have improved that would have made you stay?”  A list of 39 items was provided.  Table A-4, in Appendix A, presents the percentage of officers selecting each factor.

· Both male and female officers most frequently marked Quality of leadership (16% and 21%, respectively) as the most important factor to improve.

· Other factors selected by at least 5% of female officers were: Basic pay (7%), Level of manning in your unit (7%), Amount of enjoyment from your job (7%), Location or station of choice, homeporting (6%), Co-location with your military spouse (6%), Amount of personal/family time you have (6%), Chances for future advancement (5%), and Deployments (5%).

· Other factors selected by at least 5% of male officers were: Basic pay (11%), Chances for future advancement (8%), None (8%), Amount of personal/family time you have (5%), Type of assignments received (5%), and Pace of your promotions (5%).

Other Improvements to Influence Separatees to Stay in Service


Data from Question 53 were used to identify additional factors influencing retention.  Question 53 asked “and what else would we have to improve so that you would stay?”  Separatees selected one or more items from 39 satisfaction items listed in Question 51 on the survey.  Table A-5, in Appendix A, presents the percentage of officers selecting each factor.

· Both male and female officers were most likely to select Quality of leadership (14% and 18%, respectively) or Level of manning in unit (13% and 17%, respectively) as additional factors to improve.
· Other factors selected by at least 10% of female officers were: Your personal workload (10%), Amount of personal/family time you have (10%), and Location or station of choice, homeporting (10%).
· Other factors selected by at least 10% of male officers were: Basic pay (12%), Medical care for your family (12%), and Availability of equipment, parts, and resources (11%).
Extent of Family Influence on Leaving

The extent to which Family wanted me to separate/retire was also examined.  Data were drawn from Question 81 on the survey which asked “To what extent was each of the following a reason for your leaving the Service?”  Response options included Not at all, Slight extent, Moderate extent, Great extent, and Very great extent.  Table 2 presents the percentage of single and married officers, by gender, who marked Great extent or Very great extent for Family wanted me to separate/retire as a reason for leaving.

Table 2.
Percentage of Officers Who Marked Family Influence as a Reason for Leaving to a “Great extent/Very great extent,” by Marital Status

	Item
	Male Officers
	Female Officers

	
	Single 
	Married
	Single 
	Married

	Family wanted me to separate/retire
	4
	15
	3
	19

	Margin of Error:
	± 3 
	± 3
	± 5 
	±7 


Source: 2000 MES
· As might be expected, married male (15%) and female officers (19%) more frequently reported their families wanting them to leave was a reason for separating to a Great or Very great extent than single male (4%) or female (3%) officers. 

Spouse Encouragement for Married Separatees To Leave


Spouses can have a significant influence on Service members’ decisions to stay or leave military service.  Question 79 asked “What influence did the following people have on your decision to leave?”  Response options included Strongly encouraged me to stay, Encouraged me to stay, Neither encouraged nor discouraged me to stay, Encouraged me to leave, and Strongly encouraged me to leave.  Table 3 presents the percentage of married officer separatees who marked Encouraged me to leave or Strongly encouraged me to leave.

Table 3.
Percentage of Married Officers Who Indicated Spouse “Encouraged or Strongly Encouraged Me To Leave,” by Gender

	Item
	Married Officers

	
	Male
	Female

	Your spouse
	51
	50

	Margin of Error:
	± 4
	± 10


Source: 2000 MES
· Among married officers who were separating from service, about 50% of both males and females reported that their spouses encouraged or strongly encouraged them to leave.  

Background on Survey Methods


The 2000 Military Exit Survey was distributed from 1 April through 30 September 2000 to Service members voluntarily separating or retiring from active duty with honorable discharges, including those transferring to a Reserve component.  Distribution to Coast Guard separatees began in early July and ended 30 September 2000.  Personnel at DoD and Department of Transportation separation/transition sites administered the survey as part of out-processing procedures.  A total of 16,033 eligible separatees returned usable surveys, representing a response rate of 20%.
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