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Officer assignments transformed
Service officials craft document to reflect Force Development

By Gordon Trowbridge
Times staff writer

By January, the Air Force hopes to start assigning officers under a new process designed to give individuals more control over their careers and give the Air Force more well-rounded leaders. 

The assignment process is part of Force Development, the service’s far-reaching plan to overhaul the way it grooms future leaders. Eventually, the concept — if it works as its designers hope — could radically alter the development path not only for Air Force officers, but enlisted troops, Guard and Reserve airmen and civilian employees, as well. 

But up first is the officer-assignment process, which Air Force leaders believe is too bureaucratic with little opportunity for deliberate development of top-flight leaders. 

“We think of assignments now as an end and not a means,” said Brig. Gen. Richard Hassan, director of the Air Force Senior Leadership Office. Instead of the Air Force worrying only about the short-term problem of filling slots — and officers worrying only about checking off the career boxes they think they need to get promoted — the new system is designed to produce more well-rounded leaders and better meet the career expectations of airmen. 

Officers facing permanent-change-of-station moves next year first will notice changes in an overhauled assignment-preference sheet expected out soon. The paperwork — designed to be an electronic document — will reflect the Force Development philosophy, focusing less on geographic preferences and more on officers’ career goals. 

This new Officer Development Plan document will cycle among the officer, his or her supervisor and commander, and new development teams at the Air Force Personnel Center in what Hassan hopes will be a constant loop. The development teams will include major command representatives, career-field managers and personnel specialists. Their job: match officers’ career aspirations and commanders’ recommendations with the service’s desire to build operational and strategic know-how in the officer corps. 

It is likely that those aspiring to higher command will be asked to step outside their career specialty. By sending pilots to the acquisition world, or logisticians into political-military affairs, Force Development would broaden their knowledge so that when they become colonels or general officers, they have the background to see the service’s strategic picture — something Hassan said now happens more by happy coincidence than by design. 

“The more we can develop flexible, adaptable, critically thinking people, the more we’ll be prepared for anything,” Hassan said. 

At the same time, officers who want to stay within their career field will find the Air Force more receptive, Hassan said. 

“For those who want to be the most tactically excellent officer they can be in their career field, we’re going to value those people. We’re not going say, ‘you guys have the scarlet A, you’re not as good as these other guys.’” 

Remaining at the tactical level will likely cap an officer’s promotion prospects. But Hassan said the Air Force, at the urging of the Defense Department, is examining ideas for reforming the military’s up-or-out policies — a regular target of reform. Advocates argue that up-or-out forces talented, valuable officers to leave the service. Pay policies also are under review. 

“A lot of people might be in a position where they have as much rank and responsibility as they want,” Hassan said. “Maybe you don’t promote those people but you continue to pay them more.” 

Force Development’s first impact came last November, when about 140 majors selected for intermediate service school went not to Air Command and Staff College, but to the Air Force Institute of Technology, Naval Postgraduate School or the Joint Military Intelligence College. In coming years, Hassan said, a major picked for intermediate professional military education might go to one of those schools, get the chance to earn a master’s degree at a major university on Air Force time or serve in an industry fellowship. Again, the idea is to break down one-size-fits-all career development and better tailor a path to officers’ goals. 

In early November, briefing teams will begin fanning out to bases and laying out the changes for officers. The Air Force will tap general officers from each major command to tour their command’s bases and spread the word. 

Chief of Staff Gen. John Jumper has recorded a video message for the briefings as well — an important sign, Hassan said, that Force Development has high-level support. The concept’s history works in its favor as well, he said. Work on what has become Force Development began nearly five years ago as the Developing Aerospace Leaders program. 

“That this has transitioned now through two chiefs and two administrations signals that this is not a designer thing,” Hassan said. “This is not something that’s going to fade away.” 

Gordon Trowbridge can be reached at (703) 750-8651 or gtrowbridge@airforcetimes.com. 



Key players
A panel of senior Air Force officials will oversee Force Development as it moves from plan to reality. 

A Force Development Council, chaired by the vice chief of staff, will oversee the program’s policy, said Brig. Gen. Richard Hassan. The deputy chief of staff for personnel becomes the chief executive of the project, taking over day-to-day management. 

Also on the council: The Air Staff’s three-star deputy chiefs of staff and the vice commander of each Air Force major command. 

One of the panel’s first missions will mesh Force Development with helping to determine the proper mix of officers, enlisted troops and Reserve-component members in many career fields. 

Below the senior council will be career-development teams, based at the Air Force Personnel Center at Randolph Air Force Base, Texas. The teams’ job: Match the council’s policy guidance with personnel requirements and individuals’ goals. 

Hassan’s office is working on adapting the program for enlisted airmen, civilians and the Guard and Reserve. 

