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The authors use data from the Federal Human Capital Survey to measure comparative
leadership and management performance among executives in the military bureau-
cracy. The authors evaluate whether differences in executive backgrounds, training, and
management environments influence employee evaluations of leadership, management,
and work climate. Military service agencies get systematically higher evaluations in
leadership and work climate, but not management. Among the services, the Air Force
consistently received the highest evaluations. Air Force managers have the highest
ranks, the longest military service, and a high level of graduate education when they
assume executive positions; these characteristics are positively correlated with perfor-
mance. Other managerial characteristics associated with high performance were long
job tenures and private management experience. The authors conclude that greater
attention to graduate training, exploring ways to increase tenure, and the selection of
retired officers with private management experience for important executive posts may
improve performance.
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More than any other government agencies, the military services and the
Department of Defense (DOD) are sensitive to the cultivation, promotion,

and teaching of leadership. The military academies include whole departments ded-
icated to leadership, and leadership is a central component in the Reserve Officers
Training Corps (ROTC) and Officer Candidate School (OCS) curricula. Indeed,
career paths and assignments are designed in a manner to give military officers a
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breadth of training to promote leadership experience and skills. The reason the mil-
itary services and the DOD as a whole are so attentive to teaching leadership is that
the costs of its absence are so great, with possibly immediate consequences in loss
of life. The defense bureaucracy in the United States is also by far the largest com-
ponent of the federal bureaucracy, with a budget that dwarfs the rest of the federal
service. Managerial skills are essential for ensuring effectiveness and efficiency in
meeting mission requirements. Poor performance in executive roles can not only
cost lives but also waste billions of dollars.

An increasingly important component of military leadership is management of
the civilians and contractors that provide mission-critical services and products.
Consequently, an important means of evaluating military leadership and profession-
alism is success or failure in managing these large defense bureaucracies. Indeed,
one of the underappreciated ways that the armed forces influence society is through
their role managing large complex organizations that are heavily populated with
civilian employees.1 The DOD is the single largest employer of civilian government
workers.

Given the importance of leadership and management of the defense agencies, we
still know very little systematically about what influences the quality of leadership
and management in the U.S. defense apparatus. The services have different practices
for promoting and training leaders so that comparable jobs in the military services
and the DOD generally are filled by persons with quite different backgrounds and
skills. In this article, we use employee evaluations of leader performance from the
Federal Human Capital Survey to measure comparative leadership and management
performance among managers in the military bureaucracy. We describe differences
among military agencies in the types of persons filling leadership roles, their training,
and the management environment, and try to determine whether these differences
influence employee evaluations of leadership, management, and work satisfaction.
Importantly, we find that significant differences exist between performance (where
performance is measured by differences in aggregate responses to federal employee
surveys) in the military services and nonservice portions of DOD. The military ser-
vice agencies get systematically higher evaluations in leadership and work climate,
but not management. Among the services, the Air Force consistently received the
highest evaluations. Air Force executives have the highest ranks, the longest military
service, and a high level of graduate education when they assume executive positions,
and these characteristics are positively correlated with performance as evaluated by
civilian workers in DOD. While Air Force executives were also the most likely to
have political experience, this experience was not correlated with performance. Other
managerial characteristics associated with high performance were long tenures in
the job and private management experience. We conclude that greater attention to
graduate training, the exploration of ways to increase tenure, and the selection of
retired officers with private management experience for important executive posts
may improve performance.



Leadership and Management in Military Agencies

The DOD is unique in structure and culture among other federal agencies. The
services within the DOD are “organization professions,” serving both as a profession
and a bureaucracy. As a profession, the primary concern of its executive leaders is
the effectiveness of the organization in meeting the challenges of providing national
security in peacetime and war. Its officers are charged to defend the Constitution and
provide the expertise and selfless service needed for the defense of the nation.2 As a
bureaucracy, the DOD is the largest executive department in the federal government.
Its executive leaders must manage a workforce consisting of 2.6 million military
members and 654,000 civilians,3 as well as overseeing a budget of hundreds of bil-
lions of dollars (19.2 percent of the entire federal budget).4

While maintaining competence in the full spectrum of war fighting, DOD leaders
must also lead and manage extremely complex modern military organizations.5 These
agencies contain hundreds of employment specialties that must work together to per-
form multiple complex functions, often in an environment of uncertainty.6 Like other
federal agencies, however, these agencies also function within the confines of the
domestic and international political environment.7 The overall success of the DOD,
therefore, depends partly on the executives’ management acumen and political skills to
effectively lead and manage these organizations in the political governmental system.
Given the importance of leading these complex organizations, the military services
must produce leaders who are not just war fighters, but executives possessing the man-
agerial and political skills necessary for success.

Over time, methods of preparing officers have changed in response to the increased
complexity of the environment in which the military functions. Some have described
these changes as part of the changing nature of our armed forces from the modern to
the postmodern military.8 Since the 1960s, the services have sought to increase both
the civilian education level and the political sophistication of its officers.9 These efforts
have resulted in a highly educated DOD. Through their promotion processes, the ser-
vices have emphasized the need for a graduate degree for advancement.10 Today, mil-
itary officers realize that their chance of reaching the rank of Colonel (or equivalent)
without a graduate degree is tenuous. Today’s military leaders are also more politically
literate. With the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986 and increased opportunities to serve
among political officials, officers have been able to learn early in their careers about
functioning in the complicated Washington environment.11

In practice, many have realized the need for military officers to be trained in mul-
tiple skill sets in addition to traditional war-fighting expertise. Meese and Calkins, for
example, have written about the need to train Army leaders who are Pentathletes, pos-
sessing professional expertise in a number of “events.”12 Among other things, leaders
need to be skilled in war fighting, statesmanship, and enterprise management. While
all the services have accepted the need for diversely trained and educated officers, the
changes in military training and education have been uneven among the services.
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One reason for the differences among the Army, Navy, and Air Force is the cul-
tures or personalities of the services.13 These cultures affect what the services
emphasize as important in their leaders. Out of the services, for example, Builder
argues that the Air Force is the most corporate in orientation. They seem to be more
willing to readily adopt managerial techniques and engage political figures to further
their service goals. The Navy cherishes its traditions and puts the highest value on
the concept of independent command at sea. They seem to be slower than the Air
Force in embracing new methodology. The Army has been heavily involved in com-
bat and in operations other than war in recent years and has sought to adjust its
approach to emphasize adaptability in recognition of these changes. The struggle
seems the greatest in the Army regarding the need to balance nontraditional skill sets
with the warrior ethos.

What has been consistent over the history of the services is the focus on develop-
ing persons even at the expense of organizational performance. Conversely, many
civilian agencies have focused on organizational performance, often with little atten-
tion to the cultivation of leaders. A key tenet of leader development in the military has
been the frequent job rotation of officers. The services rotate their leaders through
positions every two to three years. Working in the states and abroad, job rotation pro-
vides the officers with a broad spectrum of experiences. Interspersed among assign-
ments in military units are assignments in military schools like the Command and
General Staff College and the Naval War College, designed to prepare leaders for
increased responsibilities. With new challenges and expanded responsibilities in each
new position, the services have seen this as an essential method to groom future
leaders.14 Such rotation is much less common in civilian agencies, where the conven-
tional wisdom is that high rates of turnover hurt management performance.15

Determining whether these differences among the services matter for performance
has been difficult, since measuring comparative management performance systemat-
ically is both complex and costly.16 One difficulty is that it is hard to define good per-
formance. How do we know if the Army Materiel Command is performing well
compared to the Naval Air Systems Command? For White House officials, a defini-
tion of good management must include responsiveness to the president’s policy
agenda. This is not the case for Congress, clients of the agency, or other interested
parties. Additionally, it is hard to measure agency executives against each other since
military agencies have different mandates, operating environments, and constraints.
As a consequence, we know very little about whether the differences in leadership
training and education matter for performance.

Employee Evaluations of Leadership and Management

It is in this context that data from the Federal Human Capital Survey provide
a unique means of measuring comparative management performance within the
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defense agencies. Since few direct operational measures of performance exist that
are comparable across organizations, employee evaluations across agencies provide
a useful indirect measure.17 In the summer of 2002 and the late fall of 2004, the
Office of Personnel Management (OPM) surveyed over 200,000 and 275,000 fed-
eral civilian employees, respectively, across the government about different aspects
of their work environment.18 Included within the survey were questions about the
level of respect personnel had for the senior leaders of their organization and about
the presence or absence of organizational features associated with good manage-
ment. There is substantial variation across DOD agencies in answers to these ques-
tions, which provides insight into which agencies are being led and managed well
and which agencies are having difficulty.

We selected the questions from the survey that were most directly related to
leadership, management, and work climate. Specifically, we focus on the ques-
tions listed in Table 1. While there were other questions arguably related to perfor-
mance in each of these areas, we tried to balance concerns for rigor with the need
for parsimony. We, therefore, focus only on those questions most directly related
to performance.19

The DOD is composed of the Office of the Secretary, Office of the Joint Chiefs,
three service departments, and the Unified Combatant Commands. In Table 2 we
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Table 1
Federal Human Capital Survey Questions Related

to Leadership, Management, and
Work Climate, 2002–2004

Leadership
1. “I hold my organization’s leaders in high regard” or “I have a high level of respect for my 
organization’s senior leaders.” (Strongly Agree, Agree) for 2002 and 2004, respectively
2. “In my organization, leaders generate high levels of motivation and commitment in the 
workforce.” (Strongly Agree, Agree)

Management
3. “Managers review and evaluate the organization’s progress toward meeting its goals and objectives.”
(Strongly Agree, Agree)
4. “The workforce has the job-relevant knowledge and skills necessary to accomplish organizational 
goals.” (Strongly Agree, Agree)
5. “Managers promote communication among different work units (for example, about projects,
goals, needed resources)” or “Managers promote communication among different work units.”
(Strongly Agree, Agree) for 2002 and 2004, respectively

Work Climate
6. “I recommend my organization as a good place to work.” (Strongly Agree, Agree)
7. “How would you rate your organization as an organization to work for compared to other 
organizations?” (One of the Best, Above Average)



include the different defense agencies identified by OPM where employees were sur-
veyed.20 There are eleven agencies within DOD proper and an average of fifteen to
sixteen agencies in each of the services. Each service and the DOD proper also have
an agency called “All other components,” which includes all the parts of the service
that are not included in one of the other larger agencies on the list.21 In total, we have
fifty-eight agencies surveyed, although not all agencies were surveyed in both years.

During this period there were eighty-two different executives of these agencies.
We obtained background information about each manager using publicly available
biographies (Table 3). Some interesting differences in backgrounds exist between
executives in the services and nonservice portions of DOD, particularly in military
background and tenure. While most of the defense department leadership is com-
posed of uniformed officers, nonservice agencies within DOD are the most likely to
have a civilian executive. Not surprisingly, managers in nonservice portions of DOD
had less combat experience, shorter military tenures, and lower ranks on average at
the time of the survey. The executives in the nonservice parts of DOD did, however,
have the longest tenures in their jobs. Executives in nonservice DOD agencies had
been in their jobs almost twice as long as their service counterparts at the time of the
surveys. This is one area in which the practices of professions and practices of bureau-
cracies are clearly divergent. Services are more likely to see their agencies as part of
a profession where job rotation of executives is important.

Among the different parts of the defense bureaucracy there are also interesting
differences in educational background, political experience, combat experience, and
commissioning source. Most of the defense executives have graduate degrees, with
the Army and Air Force executives averaging master’s level education. The Navy and
nonservice DOD executives average slightly less than this level.22 Air Force execu-
tives are the most likely to have an MBA or equivalent management degree (e.g.,
MPA, MA in human resources). In the other services and nonservice parts of DOD,
some type of MS degree (e.g., engineering, systems technology) is more common.

Air Force executives are also almost twice as likely to have political experience—
work in the White House, Congress, or political offices within the DOD. Most of the
political experience among executive leaders comes from working with political
appointees or elected officials in positions within the DOD in jobs ranging from Vice
Chief of Staff to congressional liaison to a position on the Joint Staff.

Additional differences among the services include the tenure in service, combat
experience, and commissioning source of executive leaders. Air Force executives have
the highest average rank and average years of service prior to taking charge of their
agency. Traditionally, the Air Force has been viewed as the “oldest” of the services,
emphasizing keeping older airmen in the service because of its investment in techno-
logical training. Most likely because of the type of operations the country has been
involved in since Vietnam, the Department of the Army has the highest percentage of
leaders with combat experience.23 Relative to the other services, the Department of
the Army also has more academy graduates (33 percent) and more OCS graduates
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(17 percent). The Air Force, on the other hand, has the least number of academy
graduates (22 percent) and no OCS/OTS graduates.

Differences in Management Environment

Not only do the backgrounds of executive leaders differ among the defense agen-
cies, but the management environments also differ. Air Force agencies in the data set
have the largest average number of employees (13,039). Nonservice DOD agencies
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Table 3
Background Characteristics of Managers by Defense Agency

DOD Army Navy Air Force 
(12) (31) (20) (19)

Manager background
Commissioned officer (0,1) 0.64 0.96 0.95 1.00
Tenure as bureau chief 44 21 23 23

(Months)
Education (0-2) 0.83 1.00 0.80 1.00
Political experience (0,1) 0.45 0.37 0.40 0.84
Combat experience (0,1) 0.18 0.69 0.50 0.47

Commissioning source
Academy 0.09 0.33 0.25 0.22
Reserve Officer Training 0.45 0.43 0.55 0.78

Corps
Office Candidate School 0.09 0.17 0.15 0.00
Other (no commission, 0.36 0.06 0.05 0.00

direct commission)
Rank (0–4) 0.91 2.32 2.75 3.16
Years in service 16 29 30 32
Private sector management (0,1) 0.20 0.10 0.05 0.06

experience 
Management environment

Bureau employment 9,336 9,895 12,643 13,040
(10–222,715)

Number of managers 911 931 1,493 1,627
Ratio of managers to 0.10 0.09 0.12 0.12

employees
War fighting agency (0,1) 0.00 0.15 0.40 0.24
Senate confirmed agency 0.08 0.15 0.20 0.05

head (0,1)

Note: N = 84. Education levels (0–2) are bachelor’s, master’s, and doctorate. Ranks are colonel and below
or no rank (0), brigadier general or equivalent (1), major general or equivalent (2), lieutenant general or
equivalent (3), general or equivalent (4). Political experience includes work in the White House, in
Congress, or for a political appointee in the Department of Defense.



have the smallest average number (9,336). The Air Force also has the highest number
of managers relative to the other two services, as well as the highest manager-to-
worker ratio. The average number of managers is 1,627 (compared to 931 for the Army
and 1,492 for the Navy) and the manager to worker ratio is 0.12 (compared to 0.09 for
the Army and 0.12 for the Navy). These numbers may be due to the highly technolog-
ical nature of this service. Interestingly, the Navy has the highest percentage of Senate
confirmed agency heads, with 20 percent. This compares to 15 percent for the Army
and 5 percent for the Air Force.

Disentangling the Causes of Low and High Performance

To determine whether differences in training, background, and work environment
matter for performance, we estimate a series of regressions with appropriate con-
trols. The dependent variables in these analyses are average civilian employee eval-
uations of leadership, management, and work climate in their agencies as reflected
in responses to the questions listed in Table 1.24 Our expectation is that differences
across the services and nonservice portions of DOD in training, background, and
work environment explain variation in employee evaluations of leadership, manage-
ment, and work climate. We include controls for agency size, management structure,
politicization, and function, since these characteristics of the management environ-
ment are likely to be correlated both with performance and defense manager back-
grounds. Specifically, we include controls for the log of agency employment (M =
8.72, SD = 1.11), the ratio of managers to employees (M = 0.14, SD = 0.13), whether
the organization is primarily a war-fighting agency (0,1, 18 percent), and whether the
agency is headed by a Senate-confirmed appointee (0,1, 16 percent). Controlling for
agency employment allows us to rule out this difference in management environments
as a cause of high or low performance. We control for thickness of the managerial
corps, since thicker hierarchies arguably hurt performance by diffusing accountabil-
ity, distorting communication, disrupting the unity of command, and increasing the
distance between accountability and responsibility.25 We include a control for war-
fighting agencies such as the Pacific Fleet or U.S. Army Europe, since such agencies
are arguably different in nature than the Defense Commissary Agency or the Air
Training Command. We control for whether the agency is headed by an appointee,
since bureaus run by appointees have received systematically lower management
evaluations by the Bush Administration.26

Apart from the slightly different question wording for two of the seven questions,
two immediate problems arise in model estimation. First, there are two observations
on most agencies in the dataset (2002, 2004), so the observations are not indepen-
dent, violating one of the assumptions of OLS. To account for this we include a con-
trol for the year of the survey and adjust the standard errors for clustering on
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agencies. A second problem is that there are relatively few cases. Since this makes
estimates less precise, we proceed carefully, noting instances where coefficients are
consistently estimated in one direction but not significant, to suggest where more
research might clarify whether or not a true relationship exists.27

DOD Agencies and Performance

Table 4 includes models of employee evaluations of leadership, management, and
work climate. The models fit the data relatively well; we can easily see that the mod-
els improve over a constant-only model. The coefficient estimates on several of the
control variables are worth noting. First, the estimates suggest that the employee
evaluations were systematically lower in 2002 than in 2004. This may reflect the fact
that the continuing professional personnel were still adjusting to the new adminis-
tration in 2002, or that there was uncertainty in the defense bureaucracy in the buildup
to the Iraq War. Second, a higher ratio of managers to employees was positively cor-
related with work climate, though not leadership or management. The correlation
between work climate and the number of managers could reflect the fact that
increasing numbers of technical employees without real managerial responsibilities
are classified as managers to justify higher pay and keep them in the federal ser-
vice.28 The measure of managerial thickness may be a proxy for higher pay and a
technology-rich or expertise-driven workplace rather than real thickness in the hier-
archy. Finally, agency employment was negatively correlated with employee evalu-
ations of leadership but not management or work climate. The relationship between
employment and evaluations of senior leaders could be caused by the increased dis-
tance between rank-and-file employees and senior leaders in large organizations.
There were few consistently discernible differences in evaluations based on appointee
leadership or whether an agency was a war-fighting agency.

Estimates in Table 4 reveal three important findings. First, the executives in the
military service agencies got systematically higher employee evaluations of leadership
and work climate than their counterparts in the nonservice portions of DOD. The
DOD agencies are the base category, so large and significant coefficients are evalu-
ated relative to the DOD agencies. All of the coefficients on the military services
were positive and nine out of the twelve coefficients were significant at the 0.10 level
at least. Between 3 and 9 percent more employees in the Army, Navy, and Air Force
reported high levels of respect for their senior leaders. They were between 1 and 7
percent more likely to report that their leaders generated high levels of motivation and
commitment in the workforce. Similarly, between 5.5 and 8 percent more employ-
ees in the military services reported that they would recommend their organization as
a place to work and that it compared favorably with other organizations. Executives
in the military services get higher marks for leadership than their DOD counterparts
even when controlling for a host of other factors.
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One explanation for the differences between the services and the nonservice DOD
agencies may be the clear delineation between professional organizations and bureau-
cratic organizations. Executive leaders in the services can appeal to esprit de corps,
sense of duty and mission, and service traditions and cultures when leading their
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Table 4
Defense Agencies and Employee Evaluations

of Leadership, Management, and Overall
Work Climate, 2002–2004

Leadership Management Work Climate

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Defense agency
Army 5.65* 3.61 −4.34 2.22 1.73 6.57** 5.50*
Navy 3.73 1.07 −4.85 1.76 0.01 5.59** 6.00**
Air Force 9.32** 7.35** −2.90 3.00 4.39** 8.01** 6.13**
Controls and constant

Agency headed by 2.50 2.21 −1.65 3.14 1.38 1.29 2.41
appointee (0,1)

War fighting agency (0,1) −0.34 0.37 −3.02** −1.78 −1.21 −0.88 −1.64
Ln(employment) −1.76** −1.30** −0.36 −0.29 −0.77 0.97 0.35
Ratio of managers to −1.66 2.39 −1.93 −2.49 3.62 6.56* 6.56**

employees
2002 survey −8.18** −3.43** 9.19** −2.02** −3.62** −4.34 −5.54**
Constant 64.05** 48.96** 64.40** 76.97** 59.15** 47.93 47.24**
N 95 95 95 95 95 95 95
F 27.30** 10.96** 14.81** 3.04** 6.20** 4.28** 6.42**

Wald Tests
Army = Navy 1.42 3.37* 0.08 0.09 1.31 0.28 0.06
Navy = Air Force 15.94** 25.78** 1.79 0.65 10.42** 2.68 0.00
Army = Air Force 3.91* 5.28** 0.64 0.37 3.63* 0.71 0.12
R2 0.46 0.35 0.41 0.13 0.28 0.33 0.29

Note: Standard errors clustered on agency. Two-tailed tests. The following are the survey questions:
(1) “I hold my organization’s leaders in high regard” or “I have a high level of respect for my organization’s
senior leaders (Strongly Agree, Agree)” for 2002, 2004, respectively; (2) “In my organization, leaders gen-
erate high levels of motivation and commitment in the workforce (Strongly Agree, Agree)”; (3) “Managers
review and evaluate the organization’s progress toward meeting its goals and objectives (Strongly Agree,
Agree)”; (4) “The workforce has the job-relevant knowledge and skills necessary to accomplish organiza-
tional goals (Strongly Agree, Agree)”; (5) “Managers promote communication among different work units
(for example, about projects, goals, needed resources)” or “Managers promote communication among dif-
ferent work units (Strongly Agree, Agree)” for 2002 or 2004, respectively; (6) “I recommend my organi-
zation as a good place to work (Strongly Agree, Agree)”; and (7) “How would you rate your organization
as an organization to work for compared to other organizations? (One of the Best, Above Average).”
*p < .10. **p < .05.



agencies. Members in these agencies are more likely to see themselves as part of a
greater effort in the defense and service to their country. The nature of the nonservice
agencies does not lend itself to the same sense of mission. Executive leaders in the
DOD proper, even if they are military leaders, may find it harder to appeal to these
factors like their service agency counterparts. On the other hand, different means of
cultivating leaders in the different parts of the DOD may also explain this variation.
The executives in the services have higher levels of education on average and more
varied management and leadership experience prior to assuming top executive posts.

A second notable finding is that the advantage of military services in leadership
and work climate do not extend to evaluations of management. The coefficient esti-
mates, though not significant, indicate that the military services were less likely than
DOD proper to review and evaluate organizational progress toward long-term goals.
In most cases we could not reject the hypothesis that the military services were no
different than DOD proper in management performance.

The one management area where there are differences among the parts of the
DOD is in communication, where evaluations of Air Force managers were signifi-
cantly higher than DOD and the other services. Respondents in Air Force agencies
were 4 to 5 percent more likely to agree with the statement, “Managers promote
communication among different work units.” This highlights the third general pat-
tern in the regression estimates in Table 4, which is the generally high evaluation of
Air Force managers relative to the other defense agencies. With the exception that
the Air Force managers were reported to be less likely than their DOD counterparts
to review and evaluate performance, the estimates suggest that Air Force managers
received the highest evaluation on all other categories of leadership, management,
and work climate, although their performance was not always statistically distin-
guishable, particularly from the other services.29

Manager Characteristics and Performance

The performance difference between the services and the nonservice parts of the
Defense Department as well as between the Air Force and the other services suggests
that distinctive approaches to leadership preparation matter for performance.
Managers in the nonservice parts of the DOD had the longest tenures in their jobs
and the highest probability of private sector management experience. Among the ser-
vices, the Air Force managers had the highest ranks and longest career tenures before
assuming their posts. They also were the most likely to have political experience and
graduate education (along with the Army).

To test whether these different backgrounds among managers matter for perfor-
mance, we estimate a new set of models with the manager characteristics listed in
Table 3 along with the controls described above.30 The estimates are included in
Table 5 and they help illuminate which of the differences among the managers
matter for performance.31 The estimates on the controls look very similar to those in
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Table 4, with employee evaluations generally lower in 2002 than 2004, executives in
larger agencies getting lower leadership evaluations, and some evidence that agen-
cies with more managers have better work climates. Among manager background
characteristics, combat experience and the source of commission appear unrelated to
leadership, management, and work climate, as measured by employee evaluations.
Those executives that had the highest evaluations based on commissioning source
were those without commissions or direct commission (e.g., medical doctors).
Among academy graduates and those who received commissions through ROTC or
OCS, there were no clear patterns in management performance.
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Table 5
Employee Evaluations of Leadership, Management,

and Overall Work Climate by Manager
Background, 2002–2004

Leadership Management Work Climate

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Manager background
Rank (0–4) 2.10* 2.04* 0.01 0.67 1.00 1.84* 1.73
Tenure as bureau chief 0.01 −0.00 0.10** 0.07** 0.04** 0.03** 0.03*

(months)
Master’s (0,1) 1.46 2.48 3.91 0.38 3.25 3.20 1.58
PhD (0,1) 7.65** 6.76** 2.49 2.97 4.74** 4.61* 3.93*
Political experience (0,1) 2.22 1.55 0.77 0.73 1.51 1.00 0.30
Combat experience (0,1) 0.97 0.60 −0.33 2.69 −0.75 −0.04 −1.05
Academy (0,1) −3.38 −5.11* −7.08** −0.67 −4.44 −0.52 −0.34
Reserve Officer Training −3.16 −4.10 −6.09** −1.18 −3.07 −0.86 −1.11

Corps (0,1)
Office Candidate School (0,1) −5.79 −6.05 −4.03 −2.68 −2.15 −1.02 −1.45
Private management 6.53** 10.75** 7.21* 5.71 8.71** 7.91* 8.68*

experience (0,1)
Controls and constant
Agency headed by 0.41 −0.87 −3.21 1.19 −0.93 −0.23 0.42

appointee (0,1)
War fighting agency (0,1) −3.03 −1.57 −1.70 −2.56 −1.63 −1.81 −2.50
Ln(Employment) −2.48** −1.79** −0.04 −0.40 −0.99 0.50 −0.11
Ratio of managers to −2.49 2.00 −1.29 −3.14 4.02 4.91* 3.93

employees
2002 survey −8.27** −3.75** 10.22** −1.94** −3.07** −4.64** −5.47**
Constant 71.19** 52.99** 56.28** 75.69** 58.41** 50.03 51.08**
N 79 79 79 79 79 79 79
F 34.98** 10.85** 13.79** 9.81** 6.44** 2.68** 4.21**
R2 0.65 0.51 0.73 0.42 0.41 0.33 0.33

Note: Standard errors clustered on agency. Two-tailed tests. See note to Table 4 for survey questions.
*p <.10. **p < .05.



One background characteristic that is clearly related to performance is tenure in the
job. Longer tenure in the job increases employee evaluations of both management and
work climate, though not leadership.32 Employees are more likely to report that exec-
utives review organizational progress, provide the workforce with job-necessary
knowledge and skills, and promote communication within the organization the longer
their executives have served. The result is the strongest for the likelihood that man-
agers review the organization’s progress with respect to long-term goals (Figure 1).
Compared to when a manager has served one year, in agencies where the manager
has served for two, three, or four years, employees are estimated to be:

• 2.5, 3.7, or 5 percentage points more likely to report that their executives review the
organization’s progress toward organizational goals.

• 1.5, 2.3, or 3 percentage points more likely to state that their organization has the
job-relevant knowledge and skills necessary to accomplish organizational goals.

• 1, 1.5, or 2 percentage points more likely to agree that managers promote commu-
nication among different work units.

These apparent improvements with respect to management lead to higher per-
centages reporting work satisfaction. Employees who serve under an executive who
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Figure 1
Estimated Influence of Job Tenure on Employee

Evaluations of Performance
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has served for four years are 1 to 2 percentage points more likely to report that they
would recommend their organization as a good place to work and that it compares
favorably with other organizations.

This finding is interesting given that the Army, Navy, and Air Force had generally
better evaluations than nonservice DOD agencies but managers in the nonservice
DOD agencies had significantly longer tenures. The management benefits of long
tenure and low turnover are well established for civilian agencies but not entirely
expected here.33 The findings highlight the profession-bureaucracy tradeoff within the
Defense Department. The military services focus on the cultivation of leaders, while
civilian agency leaders focus on organizational performance. The conscious choice of
military services to cultivate persons by rotating them regularly through positions
may enhance the leadership evaluations of military leaders but hurt the management
of the specific programs within the defense bureaucracy. Specifically, regular rotation
and short tenures decreases the likelihood that managers have a long-term perspective
toward the organizations’ goals and resources needs.

Air Force managers had the highest ranks, were most likely to have political expe-
rience, and had high average levels of education. Of these background characteristics,
higher rank and higher levels of education were the two features that were signifi-
cantly related to evaluations of executive performance. In all the models, the coeffi-
cients on rank were positively correlated with better leadership, management, and
work climate, although they were only significant in three of the seven cases. While
rank and military tenure were positively correlated with performance, we could not
disentangle whether this result was due to better performance by higher ranking offi-
cers or the management environment in jobs that attract the highest ranking officers.34

One consistent finding across the evaluations of leadership, management, and
work climate was that higher levels of education were correlated with high perfor-
mance. All the coefficients on master’s and PhD level education were positive, indi-
cating that graduate education led to better evaluations, although the coefficients on
master’s level education were not significant at conventional levels.35 In Figure 2, we
graph the estimated influence of manager education levels on performance. In all of
the cases except one, the graph follows a stair-step pattern, indicating that higher
levels of education led employees to report better performance in the agencies. In the
one exceptional case, managers with master’s degrees were estimated to do slightly
better in reviewing organizational performance than their PhD counterparts, although
both levels of graduate education were estimated to lead to higher performance than
bachelor’s level education.

While the coefficients on political experience were also positive, indicating that
political experience improved employee evaluations of leadership, management, and
work climate, none were significant at the 0.10 level or higher.36

The coefficient on previous private management experience was positive in all
models and significant in six out of seven. Defense executives with private man-
agement experience were estimated to rate 5 to10 points higher on all the questions
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(Figure 3). Most of the executives who served in the private sector held executive
positions (president, vice president, CEO) after retirement from active duty in
firms that did significant contracting with the military, such as General Dynamics
or Northrup Grumman. This suggests that DOD recruitment of retired military
personnel of high rank, long experience, and private management experience can
help performance.

Summary

In total, the results provide evidence of differences in performance between the
services and nonservice portions of the DOD, particularly in evaluations of
leadership and work climate. The Air Force ranked consistently higher than other
portions of the defense apparatus across the various performance dimensions. While
some of the difference in performance is undoubtedly due to the distinct cultures and
management environments of the Air Force, its managers have higher ranks and
longer military service when they assume executive positions. They also have among
the highest average levels of education. These features of managerial background
were positively correlated with performance. While Air Force executives were also
the most likely to have political experience, this experience was not correlated with
performance, except possibly to the extent that the experience was in Congress or the
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Figure 2
Estimated Influence of Manager Education on Employee

Evaluations of Performance, 2002–2004
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political parts of DOD. Other managerial characteristics associated with high per-
formance were long tenures in the job and private management experience.

Conclusion

An increasingly important component of military leadership is performance in
managing large, often civilian populated, organizations in a complex political envi-
ronment. This article has used federal civilian employee evaluations of leadership,
management, and work climate in the defense bureaucracy to assess how different
approaches to leadership training and executive staffing have influenced perfor-
mance of this important task.

The research has both notable limitations and important implications. The former
suggest where future research should be conducted. Specifically, the article uses
only one measure of performance that reflects the viewpoint of one key stakeholder
(federal civilian employees) and does not measure all of the dimensions of perfor-
mance on which military leaders should be evaluated. Measures of performance
from the administration, the Office of the Secretary of Defense, or Congress likely
differ significantly from these evaluations because of different criteria for what
constitutes good performance. In addition, the military’s ultimate effectiveness is
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Figure 3
Estimated Influence of Private Management Experience on

Employee Evaluations of Performance, 2002–2004

Note: See note to Table 4 for survey questions.
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measured primarily by how well it fights and wins the nation’s wars, and its leaders
must foremost be combat leaders. Yet today’s military leaders must also be effec-
tive managers, soldier-scholars, and soldier-diplomats, not only because these tasks
are important in their own right but because they influence the ability of military
leaders to mobilize for and execute wars effectively. Our findings can shed light on
what factors contribute to growing a successful well-rounded leader, but more
research should be conducted using different measures of performance.

With these caveats in mind, the research has important implications for the way we
understand the modern training and education of military leaders. To some extent, the
differences in service performance in leadership and management reflect the tension
between training war fighters and managers, professionals, and bureaucrats. The mil-
itary services focus on developing persons and they orient their promotion structure,
career patterns, and training programs around the goal of giving officers a variety of
work and command experience. Civilian agencies, on the other hand, spend much less
effort developing persons and instead focus on organizational performance at the
expense of personal development. In the military it is the leader that matters, while in
most bureaucracies, it is the program that matters. Military training is characterized
by frequent job rotation and short tenures, and it sacrifices managerial performance
for personal development. Civilian agencies orient career patterns to cultivate stabil-
ity, expertise, and predictability to ensure performance at the expense of leadership
development.

In one sense, our results seem to validate the main method the military is using to
produce adaptive professionals ready for complex and unforeseen challenges. The
short tenures in a position do not adversely affect leadership—the main measure of
performance for the military. The frequent rotation does seem to shortchange an exec-
utive’s ability to manage an organization, however. The extent to which the military
services can improve managerial performance without compromising leadership, pro-
fessional development, and war-fighting capacity is unclear. But it is worthwhile to
explore some possibilities.

Continued attention to graduate education appears to be one means of improving
managerial performance. More research is necessary to determine what types of grad-
uate training are best, but management-oriented degrees like an MBA or MPA are likely
to improve performance. Federal management requires knowledge of the uniquely
public environment of agency work and the skills to navigate that environment. Public
sector work occurs in a political environment where the success or failure of an endeavor
can depend fundamentally on coalition building and maintenance.37 Federal managers
must therefore understand their political environment and be able to use the skills of
negotiation, public communication, and diplomacy to convince people over whom they
have no formal authority to cooperate with them. They need to understand arcane top-
ics like public budgeting, rule making, and personnel system guidelines. They oper-
ate under the unique constraints imposed by the political calendar and the difficulties
in measuring outcomes in public sector work.
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It would be worthwhile to conduct a careful evaluation of the primary mission of
an agency and who is needed to lead that agency. Certain agencies may be best led by
active duty officers. Others may be just as well led by recently retired officers or
retired officers with private management experience. Some agencies may warrant the
current billet in terms of the rank and grade of the executive. But perhaps the depart-
ments can explore placing more senior and higher ranking executives in these billets.

Certain positions require active duty officers at the helm. Understandably, some of
these positions are stepping stones to positions of greater responsibility, and a rela-
tively short tenure may be warranted. Other positions, however, are in agencies that
are at the apex of the hierarchy. Officers at the end of their careers can afford to stay
longer in their jobs without concerns that doing so will compromise their professional
development. Granted, keeping an officer in that position for longer than the present
norm may mean that other officers will not be able to experience that leadership oppor-
tunity. This may be a worthwhile decision if it means an increase in performance for
the organization.

Other positions, especially those more bureaucratic in nature, may not necessarily
require active duty officers. Another means of improving managerial performance
may be to select retired officers, especially those with private management experi-
ence. The selection of retired officers to fill executive positions provides the addi-
tional advantage of infusing military management with private sector experience.
Such experience was strongly related to evaluations of leadership, management, and
work climate. Here, tenure for the sake of professional development is a moot issue.

In total, efforts to improve our understanding of the nexus between military and
DOD employment and the changing requirements of military leadership may provide
us a means of improving the ways the armed forces interface with society, but not at
the expense of war-fighting capacity.
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results are available on request.

31. We have also estimated models regressing employee evaluations of leadership, management, and
work climate on manager background characteristics and also indicators for the services themselves. The
results are similar to what is reported here with a few exceptions. First, coefficient estimates on rank were
generally smaller and lost significance, while estimates on private management and education at the
master’s and PhD level gained significance. The coefficients on master’s level education became signifi-
cant at the 0.10 level in three cases, while the coefficient on private management experience was signifi-
cant at the 0.05 level in six out of seven cases.

32. Jans and Frazer-Jans (“Career Development”) had similar findings in their study of the Australian
Defense Force. Tenure was not correlated with increases in self-assessed performance for senior mili-
tary officers. Their study, however, did not define performance in terms of leadership and management
and did not study the effects on work climate for the employees of the organization. As previously noted
by Jans and Frazer-Jans, there appears to be a relationship between tenure and education. When models
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were estimated including interactions of tenure and education levels, the results suggest that the impact of
a PhD education was greater the longer an executive served. There was no relationship between master’s
level education and job tenure.

33. Boylan, “Salaries, Turnover, and Performance”; Heclo, A Government of Strangers; Lewis, “Political
Appointments.”

34. When we estimated models of the difference in scores between 2002 and 2004 as a means of
accounting for the nonindependence of observations, changes in rank were not significantly related to
changes in performance. This could imply three things. First, it could be rank is correlated with higher per-
formance but we do not have enough cases in the difference models to draw conclusions. Second, it could
be that certain agencies attract high ranks and that it is the job rather than the rank that leads to high evalu-
ations. Changing the rank of the agency head would have no influence on performance. Finally, it could be
that the effects of management change do not appear instantaneously, so that models of change do not pick
up real effects. These results are available on request.

35. In models of the change in evaluations from 2002 to 2004, changes in levels of education were pos-
itively correlated with changes in performance in all cases and significant in three out of seven cases at the
0.10 level or lower, despite there being only thirty-four cases. These results are available on request.

36. When we estimated models with the different types of political experience disaggregated, experi-
ence in the White House (five managers in our dataset) was negatively correlated with performance in six
of seven cases, and significantly so in four of seven. Experience with Congress, and to a lesser extent polit-
ical personnel in DOD, tended to work in executives’ favor, however. To the extent that political experience
helps, work in Congress and with DOD political appointees appears to help the most. These results are
available on request.

37. Mark H. Moore, Creating Public Value (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995).
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