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MARINE OFFICERSHIP:  PERSERVING TRADITION THROUGH CHANGE

     
Throughout its history, the Marine Corps has adhered to

an unchanging philosophy concerning its officership, a

philosophy generally regarded as fundamentally responsible

for the corps' reputation of success.  Simply stated, the

Corps' philosophy is one of generalization rather than

specialization, with emphasis on the primacy of leadership.

     
Examining the Corps' implementation of this philosophy

and its impact on officer performance reveals a conflict

between the Corps' espoused goal of professional competence

and its officer management practices, which do not cultivate

combat competence.  According to the Marine Corps Manual,

personnel development is attained through a triad of

factors--professional military education (PME), general

education, and assignments.  Historically, the Marine Corps

has concentrated on PME and assignments, but neglected

general professional education.  Career-broadening

assignments are necessary for career success but are at the

expense of competence and proficiency.  This undermines the

exercise of leadership and command, both of which are

greatly influenced by technical and tactical proficiency.

Further, issues such as creeping careerism, the zero defect

mentality, and chronic shortages in critical MOS's are also

problems caused or aggravated by lack of proficiency which

could be resolved by improving fleet MOS time for officers.

The Officer Force Management Review (OFMR) Panel report of

1989 very clearly profiled the issues of officer

development, but its action was limited to revising billet

structure.

     
In an age of accelerating technological complexity, all

officers must be more proficient, especially as the force

grows smaller.  It is time for the Corps to put forth an

energetic and frank effort to evaluate how the Corps can

best create and implement a true officer development and

management program in support of billet requirements.  The

generalist philosophy may be fundamental to the Corps'

officership success, but how it is implemented must be

reassessed.  Officers of the future will have more than

enough challenges to overcome.  One of them should not be

the very tradition they dedicate themselves to so freely and

ccmpletely.
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THESIS:  Despite the tradition of success attributable to

the Corps' philosophy of officership, future generations of

Marine officers may find themselves handicapped if this

philosophy and its current method of implementation remain

unchanged.
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A United States Marine.  The United States Marine

Corps.  These names are universally acknowledged as synony-

mous with being different, better, a cut above, a breed

apart.  Though owed to a number of factors, a large measure

of the Corps' success can be ascribed to a tradition of

adaptability, of seeing from a different perspective, of

marching to a different beat, down a different path than the

rest of the world.  Despite the institutional tendency of

any organization toward conformity, the Marine Corps has

managed to consistently possess a number of forward-looking

innovators, willing and able to risk exploring unconvention-

al concepts and new technologies.  The Marine Corps de-

veloped an amphibious doctrine when even the Navy did not

appreciate the difficulty of securing forward naval support

bases, or see the necessity and utility of a land force

component capable of doing so.  The Marine Corps was the

only military organization to envision the military poten-

tial of the helicopter and fully support its development in

its infancy.  Today, the Marines are still the only U.S.

military component committed to the development and use of

vectored-thrust combat aircraft, employing the AV-SB as its

sole light-attack,  close air support bomber.

     
Yet, remarkably and inexplicably, the Marine Corps has

not applied this same innovative, growth-oriented spirit

toward the exploration and development of its most important

resource -- Marines, and Marine officers in particular.

Throughout its history, the Marine Corps has steadfastly

adhered to a distinct and unchanged philosophy concerning

its officership, a philosophy generally regarded as funda-

mentally responsible for the Corps' reputation of success.

Simply stated, the Corps' philosophy is one of generaliza-

tion rather than specialization, with emphasis on the prima-

cy of leadership.  Examination of the validity of this phi-

losophy requires the exploration of three questions.  What,

precisely, does the Marine Corps want and expect of its

officers?  Are these goals being met?  Will meeting these

goals adequately prepare the Corps' officers to meet the

challenges of the future?  If not, what changes are needed?

     
Most Marine officers feel they have an understanding of

what is expected of them.  Yet, the doctrinal or

institutional basis which defines the Marine Corps' goals

for its officer force is somewhat obscure and subtle.  The

elusiveness of a definitive statement regarding officership

objectives is illustrated by the challenge experienced by

the Marine Corps Officer Force Management Review Panel

(OFMP.) in its latest of a series of Marine Corps studies

concerning officer requirements.  Conducted from April 1988

to December 1989, the Review was initiated to comprehensive-

ly examine Marine Corps officer structure, including the

various issues related to its control and management.  Prior

to pursuing its specified tasks, the panel realized the need

to first define an understanding of officership as a neces-

sary foundation for resolving officer manpower issues.

     
The thinking on the Panel was that unless we are

     
clear in who we are and where we are going as a

     
corps of officers, we will have difficulty in

     
addressing force structure and Table of

     
Organization (T/O) concerns, identifying effective

     
responses to officer requirement disparities,

     
defining successful career patterns and in

     
addressing qualifications for selection and

     
assignment.(1)

     
Eventually, the Panel summarized a number of goals and

principles which have been traditionally recognized as

objectives for the Corps' officers.  Three of these funda-

mental elements form the basis from which most officership

issues evolve.  One is the promotion of unrestricted offi-

cers based on the principle of best and fully qualified,

regardless of occupational specialty.  Another is that

aspiration to command is encouraged and viewed as the norm.

The third element specifies the need to develop a corps of

professionally competent officers, with appropriate grades

and MOS's to meet the billet needs of the force structure.(2)

Collectively, these three elements express the Corps'

commitment to a generalist philosophy for its officers.

     
How the Marine Corps views the development of officers

to satisfy these three elements is delineated in The Marine

Corps Manual, the fundamental governing document from which

all endeavors of the Marine Corps derive their purpose and

focus.  This "bible" addresses virtually every aspect of

organization and function of the Corps, from the Marine

Corps' mission to performance appraisals, and from

officer-enlisted relations to leadership and the delineation

of command succession.  Officer education and training is

addressed in paragraph 2404 as follows:

     
Officer education is based on the philosophy that

     
in order for the Marine Corps to meet successfully

     
the challenges it faces as the Nation's amphibious

     
force-in-readiness, it must provide professional,

     
general, and technical education for its officers

     
that will enable them to cope effectively with the

     
wide range of problems with which they can expect

     
to be confronted in succeedingly higher grades.(3)

This philosophy is then translated into the following Con-

cept of Marine Officer Education:

     
This concept embraces the development of Marine

     
officers from precommisioning evaluation through

     
service in the grade of colonel. It combines

     
professional, general, and technical education,

     
and assignment to achieve the dual goals of

     
individual development and satisfactory billet

     
performance.

     
In acknowledgement of this charter, three major studies

of Marine Corps officer training have been conducted since

1967.  They are:

1) Officer Professional Education and Training (1967)

2) Education of the Corps 1973-1993 (1972)

3) An Analysis of Marine Corps Training (1978)

     
Despite the identification of three types of education-

al requirements (professional, general, and technical), all

three studies show an almost exclusive focus on only one --

professional military education and proposals for its accom-

plishment.  None of the studies address the use of assign-

ments to facilitate personal development.  The ramifications

of these limitations will be addressed in the following

analysis of success achieved by the Corps in meeting its

stated goals of officership.  Of the three fundamental

elements of officership identified by the OFPMR, only one is

objectively specific, while the other two are potentially

contradictory.  All three are also mutually interactive.  To

assess the success with which the Corps achieves these three

goals, a closer examination of the fundamental philosophy of

officership is needed.

     
Since its inception, the Marine Corps has been, first

and foremost, a fighting organization -- "soldiers of the

sea."  This is the genesis of the precept of "every Marine

is a rifleman"  which is still very much a part of contempo-

rary Marine doctrine.  The small size of the Corps and

relative lack of diversity of function established the

generalist concept as an effective way to achieve success

and organizational flexibility.  Understandably, as the

nation's standing force-in-readiness, the primary emphasis

of initial officer training has continued to be on the

command, leadership, and combat skills needed by the young

infantry platoon commander.(5)  This also establishes ground

combat arms as the essence of the Corps, making it the most

coveted of assignments.

     
Unfortunately, as the Corps has grown and the

technology of warfare has advanced, requirements for

non-combat arms billets have increased to the point where

combat arms billets are now a minority.  As a consequence, a

conflict has developed over recent decades between the

Corps' fundamental ground combat arms ideology and evolving

specific proficiency requirements in an increasing

percentage of officer billets.

     
Thus, while ground combat arms has been institutional-

ized as the ultimate objective for all officers, the majori-

ty of actual assignments have become non-combat arms relat-

ed.  This imbalance between cultivated values and actual

assignment needs has made retention in several critical non-

combat arms fields an historic problem for the Corps.(6)  In

order to satisfy both cultivated career aspirations of its

officers and fill billets in non-combat arms fields, the

Corps has relied on developing an overage of combat arms

officers, assigning the excess to fill the traditional

supporting field shortfalls.  To allay concerns over the

time spent out of the combat arms arena, the Corps has

emphasized the career broadening benefits to be derived from

such out-of-MOS assignments.  This reflects an effort to

reduce any potential disadvantage which might develop for

such officers relative to their peers, whose MOS proficiency

would continue to grow as a result of greater MOS time.

Thus, the generalist philosophy has not been so much a

founding principle, as it has been a solution to a problem.

     
One primary benefit perceived to be gained from gener-

alization is experience in constantly dealing with new and

different situations.  Additionally, coping with the stress

associated with the need to perform successfully while in a

learning process is  seen as an indicator of an officer's

ability to deal with combat stress.  Versatility and persev-

erence are also cultivated by frequently changing responsi-

bilities.

     
Unfortunately, there are two problematic outgrowths

resulting from this solution.  One is that, instead of a few

officers occasionally being assigned out of MOS to fill

billet needs when required, career broadening assignment has

become a necessary prerequisite for a successful career, and

is now an end in itself (for individual advancement), rather

than as a limited-use means to an end (service billet

needs).  Accordingly, to be competetive for promotion, all

officers need out of MOS assignments.  This increases the

number of officers serving non-MOS tours and gives rise to

the second negative outgrowth.  Career broadening assign-

ments interrupt and detract from MOS proficiency develop-

ment.

     
For example, combat arms officers average between three

and four years of their first fifteen years of service in a

fleet, MOS assignment.  This is hardly conducive to

developing or maintaining a high degree of proficiency in a

perishable skill area like the combat arms.  Ironically,

this limitation on proficiency development has an equal

impact on both combat and non-combat arms officers, and

affects the Corps' own professed primary mission of combat,

and its posture as a force-in-readiness.(7)  Further, it is

contrary to one of the conclusions of the OFMR.     First of

the proposed principles advocated by the Panel was:

     
a.  The Marine Corps officer corps should be a

     
relatively small group (low officer to enlisted

     
ratio) who are highly proficient in their PMOSs.

     
unrestricted Marine Corps officers should have a

     
baccalaureate degree and have at least one PMOS

     
tour of duty in each grade.(8)

     
To compensate for the loss of proficiency development,

the Corps places great reliance on professional education

and the development of leadership strengths.  unfortunately,

the former alone cannot adequately substitute for experi-

ence, and the latter itself depends on the lacking profi-

ciency for which it is depended upon to compensate.  The

difference between those who have learned by experience and

those who are primarily school trained is vividly

illustrated in a short narration of an incident involving

LtGen Hoge, commander of IX Corps in Korea in 1951.  Despite

repeated urgings from his staff to relocate the headquarters

in the face of a Chinese breakthrough, the general persisted

in remaining in place, and was perfectly prepared for a

counterattack when the time came.

     
We now realized that there never was a need to

     
move the headquarters.  The embarrassed staff

     
later discussed the mindset of this...

     
commander... Here was a man who believed so

     
strongly in his insights about the enemy that he

     
could predict and take risks that seemed contrary

     
to all the collected wisdom around him.  Schools

     
may have set his foundations, but his skill as a

     
tactician came from a commitment to learn while on

     
the job.(9)

     
The Marine Corps' acknowledgement of the value of

professional military education, due to the limits placed on

MOS experience, is reflected in the frequency and depth of

the studies mentioned earlier.  The inadequacy cited above

of substituting formal education for experience is rein-

forced by the number of articles on the subject which have

appeared in the Corps' professional journal for officers,

the Marine Corps Gazette.  Over the last ten years, nearly

two of every three issues have contained articles on the

Corps' officership.  A significant number of these address

concerns over the consequences of minimum MOS experience for

combat arms officers at the middle and senior levels.  The

obvious points stated in these articles include the effects

on both individual and organizational combat performance

levels.

     
An equally important, but not as obvious, point is to

be drawn from analyzing the authorship of these articles.

For the most part, the writers have been junior and middle

grade officers who are offering commentary on their experi-

ences of serving under seniors who typify the "successful"

generalist.  The junior officers' perspective essentially

reflects both a frustration in not having the opportunity to

fully develop mastery of their own MOS skills, but also a

fear of suffering the same consequences of indequacy they

perceive in their seniors, who are struggling to restore an

MOS competency never developed due to career broadening

tours.  A contradiction is seen between the Corps' espoused

goal of professional competence and its officer management

practices which do not cultivate combat competence.  Thus,

the popular criticism of the military system as being one

which cultivates institutional mediocrity tends to gain

credibility.(10)

     
Further contributing to this dichotomy between philoso-

phy and practice is the issue of leadership, its role and

its prerequisites.  The Marine Corps is renowned for its

emphasis on leadership development in all Marines, regard-

less of rank or occupation.  An excellent summation of the

Corps' expectations of leadership and its development is

contained in The Marine Officer's Guide.  Leadership is cast

as the sufficient element which enables Marines to succeed,

regardless of the circumstances.  Marine leadership is

exercised through the development and active demonstration

of qualities, traits and principles referred to in the Guide

as leadership attributes.  Of the seventeen attributes

emphasized in the Guide, six are affected by job knowledge

(technical/tactical proficiency) -- authoritative,

knowledgeable, inventive, competent, austere, and

purposeful.(11)

     
Job knowledge is also essential to the ability to

evaluate subordinates' performance and capabilities.  Credit

due a subordinate cannot be recognized and given without

adequate MOS proficiency on the part of the Marine officer.

This knowledge and proficiency also build an officer's

confidence in his subordinates, a confidence necessary to

achieve the autonomy and decentralized authority currently

advocated by the Marine Corps to employ and exploit the

concept of maneuver warfare.(12) An officer's delegation of

authority is relative to his comfort level, and is based on

his knowledge of the requirements and of his subordinates.

Such knowledge can only derive from experience, and cannot

be substituted for by formal military education.  Thus is

created the paradox of leadership potential being restricted

by the same lack of technical and tactical proficiency that

it is expected to compensate for within the Corps' general-

ist philosophy.

     
The issue of knowledge and competence is also related

to the second fundamental element of officership cited by

the OFPR -- aspiration to command.  The necessity for com-

mand is dictated by the very nature of the military and is

indisputable. Command represents the culmination of officer-

ship functions and growth, at a specified level of responsi-

bility and authority.  Thus, aspiring to command is  encour-

aged and viewed as the norm.(13) There are several

subordinate elements essential to successful command.

Leadership is certainly one.  Others are knowledge, skills,

insights, and values.(14) Clearly, three of these four are

directly affected by the degree of technical and tactical

proficiency possessed by the commander.  The ability to

command becomes another significant officership goal affect-

ed by the generalist philosophy.  Of equal impact, however,

are the consequences of the preeminence accorded command as

a career goal.

     
Foremost is the certainty that command is an unattain-

able expectation for the majority of officers. This is not

due to a presumption that the majority may not be qualified,

but rather is a reflection of the reality that only a frac-

tion of the Corps' officer needs are command billets.  Thus,

acquiring the credentials to compete for-command becomes a

focus of effort, at the expense of developing the leadership

and proficiency skills the Corps needs in all officer bil-

lets.  This frustration of a key career aspiration also re-

suits in low officer retention in those MOS's which do not

offer significant command opportunity.(15)  Consequently,

more non-MOS assignments are needed from other fields to

fill middle and upper billet requirements in these "unat-

tractive" fields, further decreasing time available for MOS

experience-building assignments.

     
Concurrently, the quality of billet performance can be

affected by the lack of expertise possessed by officers

working in non-MOS assignments.  This affects both the

officer's performance and career aspirations and the unit's

mission effectiveness.(16)  Lastly, those officers who are

assigned to the combat arms enjoy the opportunity to achieve

the two most coveted of officership goals -- service in the

combat arms arena, and opportunity to command -- which

appear unattainable for the majority of non-comabt arms

officers.  The natural consequence of this enhanced

opportunity is the emergence of a two-class citizenship

hierarchy - the haves and the have-nots.  This attitudinal

split among officers is a negative influence in establishing

working relations between officers of the two groups.

Again, the manner in which the Corps expresses its

philosophy is counterproductive to the attainment of its

goals, in this case esprit, teamwork and maximum

contribution of each officer.

     
The third and final objective cited by the OFMR is a

promotion policy of the best and fully qualified, regardless

of MOS.  This concept derives from and directly supports the

generalist philosophy.  By basing promotions on performance

only, the Corps is able to retain those quality officers

unfortunate enough to be in overcrowded occupational fields.

These officers would otherwise be lost in a system based on

quotas for each MOS.  Promotion of best qualified also

reinforces a sense of fairness by stressing the officer's

performance, not field of assignment.  However, this policy

tends to work against the goal of developing professionally

competent officers with appropriate grades and MOSs to meet

the billet requirements of the force structure.(17)

     
As previously noted, high attrition in critical

non-combat arms areas drives a significant number of non-MOS

assignments at the middle and upper officer grades.

cross-assignment fills billets, but does nothing to develop

requisite billet performance skills.  Continual promotion

from quality areas does not create the billet performance

problem in these short fields, but it does perpetuate the

shortfall by providing a plausible alternative source of

officers to compensate for attrition.

     
This is not to suggest that this precept be abandoned,

but it does need to be addressed. Thus far, the Corps has

not felt compelled to more aggressively explore solutions to

this problem.   As a result, the Corps may have

professionally competent officers, and it may have

appropriate numbers of officers in each grade for each MOS,

but it does not have the billet performance quality desired

in those traditionally short MOSs at the middle and upper

grades.

     
Calling attention to these various conflicts in organi-

zational goals and the problems in their execution which

have been highlighted does not imply that the Marine Corps

has not been successful in the past, or that it will not

continue to be in the future.  It may indicate, however,

that past success has been attained at least in past due to

the Corps' ability to absorb the cost of the inefficiency

resulting from a developmental process that experiences

considerable internal friction.  An honest look in the

mirror occasionally is a healthy thing, if the look actually

sees what it reflected.  There are warning signs that the

Corps should heed in approaching the future.  Chief among

the topics of concern to both the Corps' general officership

and the rank and file officer corps are: the effects of

careerism as an attitude; the zero-defect mentality (ZDM);

and the commander-leader-manager quandary.

     
Concerns over the impact of careerism were surfaced,

again, in the Marine Corps Gazette in 1983 and continue to

linger, due in part to the Corps' unchanged implementation

of the generalist philosophy.(18)  The necessity of

overcoming the zero-defect mentality has been addressed in

multiple forums.  Marine Corps Gazette articles as far back

as 1987 recognized ZDM as a growing problem.(19)  The 1989

MGen Russell Leadership Conference confirmed the continued

concern over ZDM and addressed the challenge of resolving

this issue within the modern realities of military

service.(20)  This conference's agenda also reinforced the

thrust of a doctrinal publication just entering distribution

at that time, a document which also targeted the ZDM as an

undesirable attribute to be eliminated from the Corps.(21)

The debate between the roles of leadership, management, and

command and their relative dominance has become a virtual

tradition in the Marine Corps and was the focus of the 1988

Russell Leadership Conference, besides being a popular and

frequent topic in a variety of professional military

journals .(22)

     
These are issues which have been treated as problems.

Yet, these "problems" persist, as do the basic officership

issues identified by the OFMR.  Why these problems continue

to linger may well be because they are not problems, but

symptoms.  Treating symptoms rarely cures the illness.

Further, these symptoms may all be manifestations of a

single fundamental issue.

     
Consider whether officers would be fearful of making

mistakes if they possessed sufficient proficiency and self-

confidence to know their jobs -- and probably make fewer

mistakes as a result.  Consider whether careerism could

exist in an organization whose atmosphere fostered profi-

ciency and rewarded excellence, not "ticket punching" driven

by institutional emphasis on the means rather than the ends.

Consider whether the Corps would suffer the "management

phobia" (which virtually precludes the use of those manage-

ment tools vital to the effectice use and accountability of

resources), if command and leadership abilities were en-

hanced and supported by proficiency and experience, rather

than being hindered by their absence.  Consider whether high

attrition would persist in the non-combat arms fields,

requiring cross-over assignments, if quality officers were

allowed to master their fields and were not penalized for

lacking career-broadening tours.

     
As the 21st century approaches, these and other issues

are taking form for the Marine Corps. These issues may show,

at some future point, that the Corps' greatest challenges

lie in the coming decade, not in past battles already

chronicled.  Despite the tradition of success attributed to

the Corps' philosophy of officership, future generations may

find themselves handicapped in meeting these challenges, if

this philosophy and its current method of implementation

remain unchanged.

     
Is this a legitimate concern?  A well known adage

counsels that if something is working well, it should be

left alone.  This is good advice if future needs will be the

same as those of the past, and if it is in fact working.

Current evidence indicates the former will not be so, and

the latter is not, to the extent needed.  A number of

individually small decisions recently enacted will

collectively have a significant impact on the role of MOS

proficiency for unrestricted Marine officers.  Numerous

personnel imbalances, promotion inequities and force

reductions have resulted in the consolidation of enlisted

MOSs to fewer and more generalized groupings.  This will

eventually result in broader, but more shallow, technical

proficiency than currently attained.  Another traditional

expertise resource, the restricted officer community, has

likewise experienced a significant transformation.  The

Restricted Officer Review portion of the OFMR resulted in

62% of the Corps' LDO billets being either deleted or

converted (to warrant officer, Staff NCO, or unrestricted

officer).  Though the total number of restricted officer

billets decreased by only 6.7%, the number of LDO field

grade billets dropped by 18%.  This represents an additional

decrease in the technical proficiency resources available to

the unrestricted officer.( 23)

     
In an age of rapidly accelerating technological com-

plexity and speed of warfare, the unrestricted officer must

assume a greater level of personal proficiency to compensate

for the reduced availability of enlisted and restricted

officer capabilities.  This will be most difficult for

middle and senior grade officers, who are most affected by

the current policies which implement the generalist philoso-

phy.  The Marine Corps invests more, specifically focused,

effort than any other service in the initial training and

development of its initial-accession officers.  Beyond that,

however, continued individual progress consists of a variety

of assignment patterns, based on the expectation that some-

how a diversity of assignments can substitute for a focused,

deliberate development plan. Success is achieved, not as a

result of an integrated building process, but in spite of

the absence of one.  Does not the Marine Corps owe itself --

as well as those officers who choose to make the Corps their

life's profession -- at least as much effort in attempting

to reconcile tradition with the modern realities of war and

the military profession, as that invested in its newest of

officers, most of whom are not realistically expected to

become part of the senior leadership of the Corps?

     
The OFMR very clearly profiled the issues and chal-

lenges of personnel development and their consequences, but

its action was limited to revising and validating officer

billet structure.  This was itself a massive undertaking and

certainly a necessary first step.  The Corps, as an institu-

tion, must now put forth an equally energetic and frank

effort to evaluate how the Corps can best create and imple-

ment a true officer development and management program in

support of the validated billet requirements.  It took 21

years for the Corps to formalize and implement, in 1989, a

professional reading program that was a major recommendation

of the 1967 Officer Professional Education and Training

study.  The Corps may not now have the luxury of taking 21

years to act on the issues raised in the OFMR.

     
Judging by the trends of articles in the Marine Corps

Gazette, it is clear that Marines know what needs to be

done.  It is time for the Corps as an institution to take a

cue from its officers and make it happen.  Marine officers

of the future will have more than enough challenges to

overcome.  One of them should not be the very tradition to

which they dedicate themselves so freely and completely.
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