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DACOWITS Interim Report: 

Issues in the Retention of Women Officers

Background. Data on the retention of U.S. military personnel indicate that the military career decisions of male and female military officers may differ at certain key career points. For example, data collected by the Defense Manpower Data Center (DMDC) suggest that active duty female officers tend to separate from the military at higher rates than their male counterparts across all years of service, with few exceptions.
 Because part of the revised charter of Defense Department Advisory Committee on Women in the Services (DACOWITS) calls for the Committee to provide insight and recommendations about the recruitment and retention of qualified professional women in the military, members of DACOWITS focused much of their efforts on this topic during their site visits to military installations in 2003. 

         In addition to presenting the DACOWITS focus group findings on this topic, this report reviews a variety of data sources that have been used to examine gender-specific retention rates among officers. The available data reviewed for this report did not provide an unequivocal answer to the question of whether there are currently gender differences in retention within all the military Services. Further research may be necessary to more clearly document the existence of these differences, their magnitude, and any potential consequences they entail for the armed forces. It is also important to note that the recorded responses of DACOWITS focus group participants were generated from a focus group question that first informed participants that such differences existed, so responses should be interpreted accordingly. The report also documents recent survey results exploring women officers’ career intentions, the factors that military women report as crucial in their retention decision, and outlines a number of potential explanations for   gender differences in the retention decisions of military officers. 

The report is presented in the following sections

· Continuation rates and retention among female officers

· Comparisons of career intentions by gender

· Influences on career intentions

· Recommendations for retaining qualified female officers.

The report’s final section discusses findings surrounding the potential implementation of family/personal leave programs for military personnel. 

Continuation rates and retention among female officers. Data provided by the Defense Manpower Data Center (DMDC) indicate that, for the DoD services as a whole, female officer continuation rates are somewhat lower than those of male officers during early stages of the military career cycle, specifically during the 4th and 5th year of service— normally the time when an officer has met his or her Active Duty Service Obligation (ADSO). Most service members have met the terms of their initial “contract” at this point, and many voluntarily separate after this obligation has been met.
 Exhibit I displays, for both genders, continuation rates for commissioned officers in 2002. Assuming the continuation rates in FY 2002 hold for future cohorts, the graph shows the percent of officers, who, for a given number of years of service, are projected to remain on active duty. It is important to note that any significant gender difference in the continuation rate for any given year, such as that observed during year four, will affect the comparative sizes of future female and male cohorts. That is, a difference in continuation rates at one period will impact future periods.  
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         Interpretive information regarding the data shown in Exhibit I was provided to DACOWITS by the Officer and Enlisted Personnel Branch of the Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness (OSD-P&R), and is recounted here.  Exhibit I shows that, at the 4th year of service (typically coinciding with promotion to O-3) continuation rates of female officers are lower than that of males. The continuation rate for women officers continues to be lower than that of males until the 10th year of service (typically coinciding with the selection to O-4).  From this point until the 20th year of service, continuation rates are similar, with the steady decline in bar height reflecting the military’s “up or out” system. At the 20th year of service, the year of first eligibility for a regular retirement, female officers leave at a noticeably higher rate than their male counterparts (24% vs. 19% respectively). Women continue to separate at a higher rate until 26 years of service, when most officers in the grade of O-6 retire. After the 26th year of service, continuation rates are again comparable.

        Projected gender differences in officer continuations are likely to be of concern to the Department of Defense (DoD) due to the Department’s need to retain its most qualified, highly trained personnel, and the need to maximize the return on nation’s considerable annual investment in officer training and professional development. To the extent that skilled, qualified military officers choose not continue their military service, the return on this investment may be less than optimal. There are a number of shortcomings, however, with the model of projected officer continuations shown in Exhibit I that make it an inadequate tool to predict future gender differences in retention.
 

         First, the projected continuation rates shown in Exhibit I are based upon retention behavior in 2002, and as such, the model assumes that past behavior is representative of future outcomes. This assumption is not necessarily valid because the military environment has changed dramatically over the past ten to fifteen years. Over this time period a number of events have occurred that may have important implications for current and future military retention patterns, including the end of the Cold War, the period of BRAC (Base Realignment and Closure), the drawdown, the opening of new career fields to women, and increased OPTEMPO and PERSTEMPO. Social and economic trends external to the military, but potentially influential in officers’ career patterns, have also undergone profound change. These changes mean that officers commissioned more recently may, in future years, exhibit different retention behaviors than their senior counterparts commissioned during the 1980s and 1990s.

         Secondly, the continuation projections displayed in Exhibit I are for the DoD as a whole, and are not broken down by branch of service. Because there are factors specific to each branch of service that could influence retention behavior (e.g., the proportion of officer assignments open to women), the resulting projections may not be applicable for all the Services. For example, a recent analysis of U.S. Army officer continuations that employed retention data from several recent cohorts found little to no gender differences in retention patterns in the U.S. Army when commissioning source was held constant.
 The study authors argue that, because commissioning source is often viewed as an indicator of officer quality and outside opportunities, the approach of grouping all sources of commission together does not account for a potentially important source of variation in retention decisions. A potential solution would be to disaggregate officer continuation rates by both commissioning source and by Service. 

          The 1999 OSD-P&R report Career Progression of Minority and Women Officers provides one of the most comprehensive overviews of race-specific and gender-specific officer retention currently available.
 In addition to providing data on both the promotion and retention patterns of minority and female officers compared to their white male counterparts, the report outlines a host of social and economic factors that affect the retention of particular groups, such as the tendency of military men and women who are members of minority groups to report less discrimination in the military than in the civilian labor force. 

           This 1999 OSD report highlights a recent study of officer career progression using selected DoD-wide officer cohorts from 1977 through 1991. The study found that, controlling for commissioning source, Service branch, and other factors: 

          “While White women were less likely to complete the initial career stage and had lower rates of promotion to O3 than white men, the bulk of the difference (about 9 percentage points) in their attainment of grade O4 was due to their lower retention rates.”

The report also documents that the retention rates of both African American and white female officers women were significantly lower than those of white men at a number of key retention stages, including the initial stage, the O2 stage, and for white women— the O3 stage. 

         While this 1999 report demonstrates gender differences in the retention patterns of white and African American women officers compared with white male officers, it does not provide evidence for gender differences in retention for all officers DoD-wide. This is because non-white male officers— who were also found to be less likely than white male officers to complete their initial stage— were excluded from the comparison group. The methodology reported in the cited study was clearly designed to explore differences between white male officers and all other groups, not to compare all women officers with all male officers. The answer to the latter question would require changes in the cited study’s design. In summary, the studies and analyses cited here suggest that more research may be needed to provide a comprehensive picture of current differences in retention patterns between male and female officers.

Comparisons of 
Career Intentions by Gender.  Because reported career intentions of surveyed military personnel have been shown to be a strong predictor of actual retention behavior,
 it is useful to examine recent data sources that provide insight into Service members’ future career plans. Exhibits II and III below display the reported career intentions of male and female officers who responded to the 2002 Status of Forces Survey of Active-Duty Members. 
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* Totals may not sum to 100% due to rounding.
        Exhibits II and III show that female officers are less likely than male officers to report they intend to stay in the armed forces, and to report that they hope to stay in the armed forces for twenty-year career. Because the estimated sample error in these estimates is +/- 4% for women and +/- 2% for men, the gender differences in retention intentions shown in both exhibits are statistically significant. Exhibits II and III provide, however, an incomplete and potentially misleading picture of gender-specific career intentions, and offer an important illustration of the need to account for factors other than gender when considering career intentions, and by extension, retention rates. 

         For example, Exhibits II and III do not control for rank differences between male and female officers. Compared to their male officer counterparts, women officers tend to be disproportionately concentrated in junior (O1-O3) rather than senior (O4 and above) grades.
 As noted in the 1999 OSD study Career Progression of Minority and Women Officers, the lower representation of women in senior officer grades is a result of a combination of factors. These include the fact that progress in female recruitment is relatively recent, that laws and regulations regarding women’s military roles were more restrictive in past years, and the fact that women officers’ rates of retention and promotion have historically been lower than that of males. Since the likelihood of intending to stay in the military increases with rank (and the proximity of earning full retirement benefits), the gender differences in career intentions documented in the exhibits above should become smaller once rank is controlled. 

          Exhibits IV and V support this observation, and show that current gender differences in intentions are more likely a function of the rank rather than the gender of the Service member. When ranks groups are held constant, there are neither significant nor substantive differences between the reported intentions of male and female senior officers to stay on active duty. Among junior officers, women’s intentions to remain on active duty are actually several percentage points higher than male officers, though the sample errors for these smaller groups are probably too large to consider these differences significant. 
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          Exhibits VI and VII show, by gender and rank group, the likelihood that each group reported a desire to stay in the military for a 20-year career. Like the Exhibits IV and V, Exhibits VI and VII show that a substantial proportion of the variation in response by gender is actually explained by rank. However, a small gender gap in intentions to stay in the military for a twenty-year career seems to remain even when rank is controlled.
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 * Among senior officers with less than 20 years of service. Totals may not sum to 100% due to rounding.

Though these differences are probably not statistically significant considering the larger sample error associated with the estimates for these smaller groups, they may be important substantively. In summary, the intentions data discussed here suggest that, controlling for rank group, women appear just as likely as men to want to remain on active duty for the present, but are slightly less likely than male officers to report they intend to stay in the military until retirement eligibility.   

Influences on career intentions.  During site visits to military installations in 2003, members of DACOWITS conducted dozens of focus groups with enlisted and officer personnel as well as with military family members.
 One objective of the focus groups was to help determine the underlying causes of women officers’ tendency to separate from the military at higher rates than male officers at certain career stages. The results of these focus groups are presented in this section. Additionally, these results are compared to data gathered from the 1999 Active Duty Member Survey and the U.S. Navy’s Argus database. Influences on career decisions are discussed in the following sections:

· Factors influencing the decision to remain in the Service

· Factors influencing the decision to leave the Service

· Factors suggested as to why women officers have lower retention rates.

Factors influencing the decision to remain in the Service. During their focus groups in 2003, DACOWITS asked Service members and their families to discuss the main factors that would influence their decision to stay in or leave the military. While a major objective of DACOWITS in 2002 was to identify differences in these factors by gender, overall, the responses of male-attended and female-attended focus groups tended to be very similar. Both tangible and intangible factors were mentioned as reasons to stay, and not surprisingly, senior service members—particularly senior enlisted personnel— were most likely to report intentions to stay. The main tangible factors cited by focus group participants as reasons to stay in the military were, in order of frequency:

· Benefits 

· Career Development Opportunities

· Job Stability and Security

· Job Characteristics

· Pay. 

The influence of these tangible factors on the decision to remain in the military is discussed below.

1. Benefits  

Military benefits— such as health care, retirement pay and use of the commissary and exchange— were mentioned in approximately two-thirds of focus groups (31 of 58) as key influences in the decision to in the military. Many participants felt that benefits in the military were better than those that could be obtained in the civilian labor market. Commenting on what his benefit opportunities might be like in the civilian sector, one senior enlisted male Service members suggested:
 “There aren't very good benefits out there. If you have kids and take them to a clinic [being in the military], you don't have to pay for it."
       Both male and female attended focus groups cited benefits as the primary factor contributing to their decision to remain in the service.  Results from the Navy’s Argus database
 reinforce the role of benefits in the retention decisions of among female officers: “your medical benefits” was selected most frequently by female Navy officers as an influence to stay. In contrast, male Navy officers most frequently cited “current job satisfaction”, an intangible, as the most important influence to stay in the Navy.

2. Career Development Opportunities

          The abundance of educational and/or training opportunities in the services was recorded in roughly one-half of the focus groups (27/58) as a reason they intend to stay in the military. While a number of other development opportunities were mentioned as influential— including mentorship and challenging assignments that provided a stepping-stone for advancement— the most frequently reported career development opportunity was education.

          Senior enlisted service members, more so than any other rank group, were pleased by the career development opportunities offered in the military. One senior enlisted female explained:

“I’m not going to leave [the military]. I got an Associates degree and want to get a Bachelor’s degree.”

Education and career development themes were recorded within both male-attended and female-attended focus groups. Similar results were captured by the Navy’s Argus database: among Navy officers reporting an intention to remain in the military, “Advancement/Promotion opportunities” were mentioned third and fourth most frequently by males and females, respectively, as reasons to stay. 
3. Job Stability and Security

          The theme of job stability and security was recorded in approximately half (27/58) of the focus groups, and surfaced more frequently as a reason to stay in groups composed of males Service members (15) than in groups composed of female Service members (7).  Among family member focus groups, this theme was recoded more often within officer family member groups than enlisted family member groups. 

          Both male and female Service members who completed the 1999 Active Duty Survey administered by DMDC reported job security was a strong influence for staying or considering staying on active duty. Job security was cited as the most influential factor by 14% of both male and female Service members on the 1999 Active Duty Survey, second in influence only to basic pay. These findings apply to the whole military, however, and are primarily driven by the responses of enlisted personnel. Among officers, who are college educated and who have relatively greater alternatives and opportunities in the civilian labor force, job security is less influential in the decision to stay on active duty, for both men and women (7% and 8% respectively).  Similarly, the Navy’s Argus database did not find that job security or basic pay were major factors contributing to retention among Navy officers. 

4. Job Characteristics

         Characteristics of the military job that Service members find rewarding was a theme recorded in approximately one-third (19/58) of DACOWITS focus groups. Some of the job characteristics that were mentioned as influences on the desire to remain in the military included opportunities to travel and see the world, job responsibility, and challenging assignments. Service members also mentioned flexibility and diversity (i.e., ability to work outside of their specialty) as reasons to stay.

5. Pay

          The theme of pay was recorded in about one-third (17/58) of the groups as a factor contributing to the decision to remain in the service.  Comments from focus groups suggest that financial security, resulting from a steady paycheck and income derived from the military, is a driving factor in the retention decision. Senior enlisted service members groups were the most likely to report pay and/or financial security was a factor that influenced their decision, and among family members, those groups composed of spouses of officers were most likely to report pay as a contributing factor in their decision to remain part of the military community.

       Among both male and female Service members who answered the 1999 Active Duty Survey, “basic pay” was the factor most frequently mentioned as important in the decision to stay in the military. Nearly 20% of male Service members and 15% of female Service members on this 1999 Survey cited pay as the dominant influence to stay. As is true for job security, basic pay is relatively less influential among officers: 14% of male officers and 12% of female officers on the 1999 Active duty survey cited basic pay as most influential in the decision to stay.

         Intangible factors were also mentioned by DACOWITS focus group participants as influential in the decision to stay, albeit less frequently than tangible factors. These intangibles included: 

· Love for the job

· Time invested

· Pride in service

· Military culture/lifestyle.

These factors are discussed in turn.

1. Love for the job

          A general love for the military job was recorded as an influence to stay in the military in about one-fourth (15 of 58) of focus groups. This influence was recorded most frequently in groups composed of senior personnel. Data from the 1999 Active Duty Survey suggest that this intangible is also important in the retention decisions of both male and female officers: “job enjoyment” was the most frequently cited influence to stay among both officer groups (18% and 19%, respectively). Similarly, data from the Navy’s Argus system suggest that “current job satisfaction” is the most important influence to stay among male officers. Female Navy officers cited this intangible less frequently than their male counterparts, however. 

2. Time invested

           Time already invested in military service contributes significantly to Service members’ decisions to remain on active duty. This influence was recorded in about one-forth (14 of 58) focus groups. Many individuals who cited time invested as an influence had spent ten years or more on active duty. One family member summed this up succinctly:

“When you reach ten years you might as well stay for twenty.”

3. Pride in service

        Roughly one-forth of focus groups (13 of 58) contained individuals who reported that they plan to stay in the service in part because of patriotism and the pride the feel in serving their country. Though sociologist Brenda Moore has demonstrated that pride in service is a powerful predictor of the retention intentions of military personnel,
 it does not appear to have been included as response category on either the 1999 Active Duty Survey or in the survey data used in the Navy’s Argus system. 

4. Military Culture/Lifestyle

        Finally, Service members in about one-fifth of DACOWITS focus groups (11 of 58 groups, primarily male-attended groups) expressed that their intentions to remain are, in part, influenced by their love for the military culture and lifestyle. Some of the elements of the military lifestyle cited by DACOWTIS focus group participants included structure, professionalism, a sense of family, and the overall organization of the military. Survey results also suggest that these elements are more influential among male officers than female officers, but when compared to the influence of job enjoyment, retirement pay, and basic pay, the overall influence of “military values, lifestyle and tradition” for officers of both genders is marginal: 7% of male officers and 4% of female officers on the 1999 Active Duty Survey cited this intangible as most influential in their decision to stay. 

Factors influencing decision to leave the Service. Overall, male-attended and female-attended focus groups provided similar responses to questions about why they would leave the military. There were some notable gender differences, however, in the extent to which job-related factors and intangible factors were mentioned within DACOWITS focus groups and within the survey data reviewed for this report. These differences suggest that women officers may perceive that the military work climate can be difficult for women, and that they have to repeatedly prove themselves in order to be treated as equals. Both tangible and intangible factors were mentioned as reasons to leave. The main tangible factors cited by focus group participants as reasons to leave the military were, in order of frequency:

Family and Personal Life 

· Job Characteristics and Career Issues 

· Career options in the civilian sector

These factors are discussed below.

1.    Family and Personal Life

          Decisions to leave based on family and/or personal reasons were recorded in approximately one-half of DACOWITS focus groups (19 of 36). Among those participants who expressed an intention to leave the military, the most frequently mentioned reason was that their service interferes too often with the time they have available to spend with their families. This response was recorded in both male and female attended focus groups, but was more common among groups composed of active duty women. One senior female officer expressed:

     “[It] usually comes down to the family choice.  It’s very hard to find balance.”

          Participants within several groups expressed that their military careers hindered family stability, and were not conducive to raising a family. A number of active-duty participants explained that they were leaving specifically to start a family, within family member focus groups, several participants expressed their dissatisfaction with military life.

  2.   Job Characteristics and Career Issues
          This theme was recorded in slightly less than half (16 of 36) of focus groups. Participants pointed to a lack of opportunities for career advancement as a factor in their decision to leave. Other job characteristics that were affecting retention decisions included intense travel and relocation demands and dissatisfaction with their current specialization. Junior enlisted personnel were more likely than officers to report dissatisfaction with their job characteristics as a factor influencing their decisions. 

3. Career options in the civilian sector 

          Personnel within roughly one-third of the focus groups (10 of 36) mentioned they were leaving the service to pursue other professional opportunities. Most of these personnel reported that they were either interested in pursuing a different career path or they were offered a better job in the civilian labor market. 

          As was true for focus group participants who had chosen to stay in the military, intangible factors were also raised by those who had made the decision to leave. In general, these intangibles were recorded less frequently than the tangible factors discussed above. The primary intangible factors negatively affecting participants’ career decisions were: 

· Leadership and work climate

· Military culture and lifestyle

1.   Leadership and work climate
             Critiques of leadership and work climate were recorded in a relatively small number of focus groups (5 of 36). Participants within these groups, who tended to be junior enlisted personnel and or female, were unhappy with the “status quo” of a work environment in which they perceived poor treatment of subordinates, a lack of respect for women, and mishandling of sexual harassment in the workplace. For example, one junior enlisted female Service member explained:

     “Being a female in the Army is not worth it.”

2. Military Culture/Lifestyle

        Discontent with the military culture and lifestyle as a reason for choosing to leave the military were recorded in a small number of focus groups. Comments like the following, from a junior enlisted male Service member illustrate that not everyone who joins the armed forces adapts well to military life: 

“I like more personal freedom. I want to be able to go do what I want to do and I can’t do that in this lifestyle.”

         These DACOWITS focus group findings are very similar to those from the 1999 Active Duty Survey, which found that “amount of personal/family time you have” was the most frequently cited reason for women officers to consider to leaving active duty, and the second most frequently cited reason for male officers. Exhibit VIII shows the similarity between male and female officers in the factors most frequently cited as reason to leave the military. Though there are slight differences in rank-order, the four most influential factors (out of a list of 37 possible choices) were the same for both groups.

	Exhibit VIII: 

Most important reasons for considering leaving the military among male and female officers* 

	
	Male Officers
	Female Officers

	Basic pay
	15%

rank: 1st
	10%

rank: 3rd

	Amount of personal/family time you have
	13%

rank: 2nd
	13%

rank: 1st

	Amount of enjoyment from your job
	11%

rank: 3rd
	12%

rank: 2nd

	Quality of leadership
	9%

rank 4th
	9%

rank 4th


*Source: 1999 Active Duty Survey

Factors suggested as to why women officers have lower retention rates.  During the focus groups held with military officers and with family members of officers, DACOWITS members asked participants to share their insights as to why they believed there are gender differences in retention patterns between the 4th and the 20th year of service. The most frequently recorded responses to this question included:

· Family reasons 

· Poor work climate

· Job characteristics

· Incompatibility with the military lifestyle.

These factors are discussed below.

1. Family reasons

            This theme was raised in nearly all of the officer and officer family member focus groups (20 of 21). Officers of both genders reported that female officers leave the service at these career stages in order to devote more time and priority to family commitments and responsibilities. Many participants felt that female officers leave because they are unable to find a reasonable work/life balance, or that the demands of separations from family— particularly for dual-military families— are too taxing. Services members of both genders recognize that the cultural norm of the woman as primary family caregiver plays a role in women’s retention in the military. For example, one male senior officer explained: 

          “More often then not, the more compassionate of the two in a marriage is the female who makes a sacrifice to end or alter her career for the sake of the family, if there is a child on the way, or it is a matter furthering husbands career.”


2.   Poor work environment for women

          Comments indicating that the climate of the work environment contributes to lower retention among women officers were recorded in approximately two-thirds (15 of 21) of officer focus groups. Both male and female attended groups expressed this theme, which was heard more frequently within senior rather than junior officer focus groups. Comments provided by officers both male and female suggested that that women often face differential treatment in the military workplace, that their “token” status (i.e., low representation) contributes to the perception that women must prove themselves every day as equals, and that  “old boy” attitudes and networks remain common in the military.   

       Officers suggested that there exists a lack of respect for women in the work environment within some units. For example one officer shared that:

          “In one barracks, women were issued keys to the shower room to prevent men  

            from coming in while they were bathing.”

            Some participants believed that, although difficulties remain within the gender-integrated force, conditions have improved over the years. One male senior officer explained: 

“It was very uncomfortable at first years ago as an instructor to have females in tech classes with all male instructors [because] it changed the way we talked. I think [the women] were uncomfortable too...it is a lot easier now to interact.”

3.   Job Characteristics

            Comments indicating that job characteristics contribute to lower retention among female officers were recorded in one-third of officer and officer family member focus groups (7 of 21). Specific characteristics of military occupations that were raised by participants included demanding fitness standards, lack of geographic stability, OPTEMPO, non-challenging work, and lack of job flexibility.  Male officers groups and senior officer groups were most likely to cite job characteristics as causes of lower retention among women during these careers stages. 

4. Incompatibility with the military lifestyle 

         This theme was recorded in a small number of officer and officer family member focus groups (4 of 21). Some participants, mostly male officers, suggested that incompatibility with military life may lead a greater percentage of female than male officers to leave the military. For example, a male officer suggested: 

“Women are not less appropriate than men, it's just that this is not the lifestyle for everyone”.

Recommendations for Retaining Qualified Female Officers.  DACOWITS members asked officer and officer family member focus group participants to suggest methods that the military Services could implement to maximize the retention of qualified female officers. Most suggestions recorded fall under one of the following two broad themes: 

· Improve benefits and compensation

· Implement policy changes

1. Improve benefits and compensation

          The most common suggestion for improving retention of female officers, recorded in 11 of 23 groups, was to enhance the current benefits and compensation package. A number of sub-themes were mentioned under this broader category, including raising pay, improving access to childcare (e.g., availability, and cost) and instituting a family/personal leave program similar to those found in the civilian sector. 

2. Implement policy changes 

           Recommendations for policy changes (excluding suggestions for extended leave discussed above) were recorded in 6 focus groups, and were primarily advanced by senior officers and female officers. Suggestions included enhancing career flexibility in the military (e.g., having the option to transfer to the reserve component during child bearing years, and return to active duty status later), extending service member obligations, improving opportunities for the co-location of partners in a dual military marriage, and providing more flexibility in work hours.  

         In a recent study of factors affecting the retention decisions of sea-going Naval aviators, author Traci Keegan found that the large proportion of the 21 female Naval officers interviewed for the study had made the decision to leave the Navy.
 Though the study sample is admittedly small, Keegan’s research findings bear many similarities to those collected during DACOWITS focus groups in 2003.

         Though extensive personal interviews, Keegan identified several themes among the study sample of women aviators that were also recorded by DACOWITS in 2003, including the experience of differential treatment in the military, the perception that the being a women officer in the military and raising a family are simply not compatible, and the experience of constant scrutiny and having to continually prove oneself as a women to “fit in” within the Naval aviation community. Keegan’s sample of women Naval officers also expressed the desire for, and general lack of, qualified women mentors to help guide female officer through the more challenging phases of their careers. Strong mentorship has been identified as an important mechanism for insuring the success of minority officers in the military,
 and is probably no less important for women in the military.

        Many of the recommendations that emerged from Keegan’s study of female Naval aviation officers were echoed in DACOWITS focus groups in 2003, including building more flexibility in career paths and instituting a military leave program to make it easier for military members to balance their desire for both a military career and a family. The perceptions of DACOWITS focus group participants regarding such a leave program, as well as the findings of current studies exploring this option, are addressed in the report’s final section. 

Leave Programs. One example of a policy change being explored as a way to maximize retention is the implementation of a personal/family leave program similar to those provided by civilian organizations. DACOWITS focus group participants were asked to share their reactions to potential implementation of such a program. In general, participants were in favor of the idea: most groups in which the question was posed (22 of 39) expressed majority support for a military leave program for personal or family reasons. Participants that were in favor of the program suggested such a program would afford them the opportunity to explore the civilian sector, pursue educational goals, and spend more time with their family.

            Within about one-third of focus groups, a majority of participants expressed that they would not be in favor of a leave program. Most participants who felt that there should not be a leave program felt participation would be detrimental for the careers of those who chose to take advantage of it. These participants felt a leave program could lead to career impediments, skill loss, attrition of qualified personnel, and longer contractual obligations to the military. Other reasons offered by focus group participants who were not in favor of such a program were that it could create a hostile work environment for some, and that there would be some Servicemembers who would take unfair advantage of the program. Senior service members (enlisted personnel and senior officers) were among those most likely to express they were not favor of instituting a leave program. Very few groups (2) expressed majority indecision about instituting a leave program. 

        At least two sources provide insight into the feasibility of instituting a personal/family leave program for the military Services in order to enhance the flexibility of the military career. These include:

· U.S. Coast Guard leave programs

· RAND’s Return on Investment (ROI) study for military leave programs.  

These sources are briefly summarized here.

U.S. Coast Guard leave programs. The U.S. Coast Guard currently maintains two leave programs, the Care for Newborn Children (CNC) program, and the Temporary Separation program, which serve different purposes.
 The CNC program is designed to help service members alleviate excessive personal family hardships associated with parental responsibilities for a newborn, and allows both officers and enlisted members a one-time separation for up to two years. The program applies to either parent, and includes legally adopted children. The Temporary Separation program was adopted in May 2000 to provide career-oriented members a chance to pursue opportunities outside the Coast Guard. Similar to CNC, this program allows officers and enlisted members a one-time separation for up to two years, and provides a mechanism for their return to duty. 

           The long-term intent of both programs is to retain valuable experience and training possessed by USCG personnel that might otherwise be lost for good, as well as to enhance of job satisfaction. Participants receive no pay, allowances, or Service benefits such as retirement, medical coverage, or SGLI during separation. At the time of the Coast Guard’s briefing to DACOWITS in 2003, 377 participants had taken advantage of the CNC program since 1992, and 177 had taken advantage of the Temporary Separation program.
RAND’s Return on Investment (ROI) study for military leave programs.  A study was recently conducted by RAND on the feasibility of instituting a leave program for the Navy’s Surface Warfare Officer community.
 A primary goal of the study was to provide a “return on investment” (ROI) analysis for leave programs of various kinds. Among the potential programs types evaluated by the study were: 

· Facilitated Return to Service Leaves (RTS)

· One-year Leave of Absence (LOA)

· Personal Leave (PL) option for up to three months between duty stations.

           Each of these programs entails specific assumptions and parameters that will not be recounted here. The study authors concluded that, among these various program options, the ROI would be positive and high for the RTS program, positive for the LOA program, but negative for the PL program, due to the Navy’s contribution of additional paid leave-time assumed under such a model. In summary, both the U.S. Coast Guard’s experience with leave programs and the study by the RAND Corporation offer preliminary evidence that military leave programs may pay positive dividends over the long term by contributing to the retention of trained and qualified personnel.   
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65.6% (F) vs 76.1% (M) 





38.7% vs 54.2% 
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Overall active duty female officers separate from the Service the at  higher rates than their male counterparts across all years of service, with few exceptions.

		During the first five years of service, female officer continuation rates are noticeably lower at the 4th and 5th year of service, or normally the time when an officer has met their Active Duty Service Obligation (ADSO) – they have met the terms of their “contract” and can voluntarily separate without waiver. (NOTE: Some skills like pilots have longer ADSO’s, as do officers who incur an additional mandatory term of service for education reasons.)

		Upon promotion to O-3, 4th year of service, female continuation continues to be lower than the males until the 10th year of service – the time when they are selected for O-4.  From then and until the 20th year of service, their rates are somehat comparable.

		At the 20th year of service, the year of first eligibility for a regular retirement, female officers leave at a noticeably higher rate, 23.6% vs 19.1%, than their male counterparts; and they continue to separate at a much higher rate until YOS 26 – the year most officers in the grade of O-6 retire.

		After the 26th year of service, the rates are comparable.





Observations: 

		 Female officer continuation, when compared to their male counterparts, for FY 2002, is no different than any other year.  

		The mathematically calculated expected time members would stay in the military dropped during the drawdown and continued on that trend until the GWOT.  The current statistics are a bit biased because of the high retention and the stop-loss programs.  We view this high retention with guarded optimism – what affects members retention is not always consistent and predictable.
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