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Executive Summary 

The Department of Defense (DOD) operates three service academies: the United 
States Military Academy (USMA), the United States Naval Academy (USNA), and the 
United States Air Force Academy (USAFA). These service academies provide 
undergraduate education and training in preparation for commissioning into the uniformed 
services. Each academy produces roughly 1,000 graduates per year. Officers 
commissioned through the service academies incur a five-year active duty service 
obligation (ADSO). The other primary commissioning sources – the Reserve Officers’ 
Training Corps, Officer Candidate School/Officer Training School, and direct 
commissioning – entail smaller investments per officer and shorter ADSOs. 

The ADSO is an important mechanism for managing DOD’s return on its investment 
in academy graduates. An ADSO that is too low may diminish that return by reducing the 
number of years graduates serve or by attracting cadets and midshipmen who are more 
interested in gaining credentials for post-service employment than serving. An ADSO that 
is too high may discourage promising students from accepting appointments as cadets or 
midshipmen. Congress increased the ADSO from five years to six years in 1989, but undid 
that change in 1996 following opposition to the increase from DOD.* The ADSO has not 
changed since 1996. 

The 11 June report of the Senate Armed Services Committee on the 2020 National 
Defense Authorization Act directed the Secretary of Defense to submit a report on the costs 
and retention rates of academy graduates and the options for and potential effects of 
policies that could ensure an adequate return on investment (ROI) in academy graduates. 
Those options would include a change to the ADSO. To support the Secretary’s response 
to Congress, the Office of the Undersecretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness 
(OUSD(P&R)) asked the Institute for Defense Analyses (IDA) to assess ROI in academy 
graduates and analyze policy options that could improve ROI. 

ROI in academy graduates is a synthesis of many costs and benefits, some of which 
are unquantifiable. Academy graduates serve on active duty, with high rates of selection 
for command and senior service colleges. After their service on active duty, academy 
graduates contribute to civilian communities as business leaders, researchers, and civil 
servants. Some academy graduates also serve in the Selected Reserve. Experts interviewed 

* Congressional Record, 101st Congress, Amendment No. 595, 135, pt. 13 (August 2, 1989): 17620-
17626. https://www.congress.gov/bound-congressional-record/1989/08/02/senate-section.

*This research was conducted from May 2020 to August 2021.

https://www.congress.gov/bound-congressional-record/1989/08/02/senate-section
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for this assessment, with and without academy backgrounds, agreed that an academy 
education prepares students not only for a military career, but for a lifetime of dutiful, 
honorable, and loyal contribution to the United States. 

The academies are by far the most expensive commissioning source. However, high 
or increasing cost is not a valid justification for modifying the ADSO. Modifying the 
ADSO trades off quality of service for quantity of service; this tradeoff does not affect and 
is not affected by the cost of an academy education. Further, high or increasing cost is not 
necessarily evidence of a failure by the academies. An intensely resourced commissioning 
source is a key element of an officer commissioning system that is varied enough to support 
the diversity of potential future missions. In anticipation of those missions, a high level of 
investment per academy commission can be considered warranted as a hedge against 
potential future missions that justify that investment.  

A positive effect on retention could be a valid justification for increasing the ADSO, 
however, increasing the ADSO would likely dissuade some students from accepting an 
academy appointment or applying in the first place. A 2020 pilot by the United States 
Military Academy provides suggestive evidence that a one-year ADSO increase would 
dissuade 8% of potential applicants, and disproportionately dissuade top academic 
performers, non-whites, and women. Diversity among cadets and midshipmen has only 
become more important since Congress undid the most recent ADSO increase in 1996. 

Other ADSO changes that could improve ROI in academy graduates include 
decreasing the ADSO, supplementing the ADSO with an obligation to serve in the Selected 
Reserve, an ADSO bidding mechanism where applicants can select a longer ADSO to 
improve their competitiveness for admission, and offering special experiences to cadets 
and midshipmen in exchange for an ADSO extension. The bidding mechanism and ADSO 
extension options have the advantage of empowering students and academies to act on their 
preferences and self-interests. From a mathematical perspective, this advantage is critical 
to optimizing ROI. However, this advantage comes with serious risks in that stakeholders 
will perceive unfairness in the selection process, whether or not any unfairness exists; that 
applicants will come to regret their obligations as future officers; that academy classes will 
divide socially along ADSO durations; and that the transactional nature of the options will 
harm the ethos of service as a military officer. 

This assessment includes a design of a pilot program for the bidding mechanism and 
for the ADSO extension option. For the bidding mechanism, after the academies estimate 
and declare how much they value higher ADSO bids, each applicant could bid between 
zero and three additional years. For ADSO extensions, the academies decide the quantity 
and quality of special experiences to offer, including existing experiences such as study 
abroad and academy exchanges. Then cadets and midshipmen decide which experiences 
are worth an ADSO extension. 
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Policy changes that could improve ROI go far beyond the ADSO and even the 
academies. Any policy change that encourages officers and future officers to serve longer 
and/or better could improve ROI. Such policy changes could prevent toxic leadership, 
personalize assignments to officer preferences, inform officers about the drawbacks of 
leaving active duty, or diversify the education roles of the academies. The benefits of these 
policy changes could extend beyond academy graduates to officers from all commissioning 
sources. 

The following questions are pulled directly from the June 11 Senate report that 
provided the impetus for this assessment. 

How has the real cost per military service academy graduate changed since 
1996? 

We estimate that the real cost per academy graduate rose 12.8% from FY1996 to 
FY2020, after accounting for trend deviations in the start and end years. 

How do service academy graduate retention rates compare to those of other 
commissioning sources after service members’ initial Active Duty service obligation 
is complete? 

Between five and 15 years of service, USMA graduates exhibit lower retention, 
USNA graduates exhibit comparable retention, and USAFA graduates exhibit higher 
retention compared to other sources. Low attrition between 15 and 20 years of service leads 
each academy’s retention rates to be comparable with or higher than that of each other 
source after 20 years of service. 

What effect would an increase in the initial Active Duty service obligation for 
service academy graduates have on academy application rates? 

An increase to the initial ADSO would likely decrease academy applications. Limited 
experimental evidence suggests that applications would decrease by 8%. 

How could service academies implement a policy that awards preference for 
admission to a service academy in exchange for an agreement to serve on Active Duty 
longer than the required amount of time? 

Empower each applicant to select a longer ADSO on their initial application to 
improve their competitiveness for admission. 

What other policies could the Services implement to ensure an adequate return 
on investment for a service academy graduate? 

Any policy that improves cadet, midshipman, and/or officer experiences could 
improve ROI, including preventing toxic leadership and personalizing assignments to 
officer preferences. Policies to improve officer experiences need not be limited to academy 
graduates.   
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1. Introduction 

The U.S. military service academies provide undergraduate education and training in 
preparation for commissioning into the uniformed services. The Army, Navy, and Air 
Force operate academies, with each producing roughly 1,000 graduates per year.2 Officers 
commissioned through the service academies incur a five-year active duty service 
obligation (ADSO). Many graduates serve far longer than their ADSO, many of whom as 
distinguished leaders. Other graduates leverage their impressive education and experience 
to obtain additional schooling or lucrative civilian employment soon after their ADSO 
ends. 

Most of the costs of operating the Service academies reflect investments in future 
officers. The military careers of those future officers constitute a return on those 
investments. The ADSO is an important mechanism for managing that return. An ADSO 
that is too low may diminish that return by reducing the number of years graduates serve 
or by attracting cadets and midshipmen who are more interested in gaining credentials for 
post-service employment than serving. An ADSO that is too high may discourage 
promising students from accepting appointments as cadets or midshipmen. Congress 
enacted an ADSO of three years in 1950, four years in 1962, five years in 1964, six years 
in 1989, and five years again in 1996. The ADSO has not changed since 1996. 

The 11 June report of the Senate Armed Services Committee on the 2020 National 
Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) directed the Secretary of Defense to submit a report 
on the costs and retention rates of academy graduates and the options for and potential 
effects of policies that could ensure an adequate return on investment (ROI) in academy 
graduates. Those options would include a change to the ADSO. To support the Secretary’s 
response to Congress, the Office of the Undersecretary of Defense for Personnel and 
Readiness (OUSD(P&R)) asked the Institute for Defense Analyses (IDA) to assess 
adequate ROI in Service Academy graduates, explore policies to promote increased ROI, 
assess how increasing service obligations would affect service academy applications, and 
plan a pilot to implement one or more policies explored. 

                                                 
2 There are two other U.S. service academies: the United States Coast Guard Academy, under the 

Department of Homeland Security, and the United States Merchant Marine Academy, under the 
Department of Transportation. We use “service academies” throughout this paper to refer to the U.S. 
service academies under the Department of Defense. 
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A. The Military Service Academies under the Department of Defense 
There are three military service academies under the Department of Defense (DOD), 

one for each military department: the United States Military Academy (USMA) at West 
Point, New York; the United States Naval Academy (USNA) in Annapolis, Maryland; and 
the United States Air Force Academy (USAFA) near Colorado Springs, Colorado. These 
institutions are publicly funded and highly selective in their admissions processes. They 
prepare students to serve as officers in the armed forces, often at the highest ranks. The 
academies contribute to military leadership development and have a significant influence 
on military culture. 

1. Missions 
The mission statements of the academies are not static, instead they change over time 

in response to a variety of factors. As an example, the mission statement of West Point has 
changed over time in response to policy changes, high-profile scandals, retention issues, or 
other developments that impact how they characterize their mission. In his 2006 article, 
“Getting West Point Back on Mission,” General William Richardson provided context for 
one of the most substantive recent changes. In 1987, as a result of the perceived impacts of 
the reduction in force, Lieutenant General David Palmer, Superintendent, altered the 
mission statement of the institution such that it read: “To educate and train the Corps of 
Cadets so that each graduate shall have the attributes essential to professional growth as an 
officer of the Regular Army, and to inspire each to a lifetime of service to the nation.”3 
According to Richardson, Palmer and the committee he appointed felt that by emphasizing 
“lifetime of service to the nation,” they might ameliorate any self-esteem issues associated 
with having one’s duration of time in uniform decided by exogenous, political factors.4 

In 2005, the mission statement changed again. Lieutenant General William Lennox 
sought to return USMA to the mission of educating, training, and inspiring “our cadets to 
become our Army’s future officers.”5 The mission statement now read: “To educate, train, 
and inspire the Corps of Cadets so that each graduate is a commissioned leader of character 
committed to the values of Duty, Honor, Country; and prepared for a career of professional 
excellence and service to the nation as an officer in the United States Army.”6 General 
Richardson contended Lieutenant General Lennox made this change because the previous 

                                                 
3 William R. Richardson, “Getting West Point Back on Mission,” Military Review 86, no. 2 (2006): 69-

70. 
4 Ibid. 
5 United States Military Academy, USMA Faculty Manual, (West Point, New York: United States 

Military Academy, 2005), p. 2, https://www.westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-
images/CFD/Faculty_Manual_Signed%20(1).pdf. 

6 Richardson, "Getting West,”69. 
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wording was negatively affecting West Point graduate retention.7 Based on more recent 
documents, this version is still the current mission statement for the institution.8 

2. Admissions 
Applicants to the academies face a highly selective and extensive application process 

with requirements greatly in excess of what is associated with applying for admission to a 
civilian college or university. First, the individual must submit a preliminary application to 
the academy. This application is called a “Candidate Questionnaire” and it formalizes their 
interest in becoming an official candidate.9 

Candidates must also secure a nomination to be considered for admission. The two 
most common types of nominations are congressional and non-congressional. To obtain a 
congressional nomination, an applicant must apply to a member of Congress, of the U.S. 
Senate or House of Representatives. A congressional nomination usually requires a 
separate application and interview process; the specifics of this process vary by 
congressional member.10  

At any point in time, individual members of Congress may have up to five cadets or 
midshipmen they nominated enrolled at each academy. Each time an individual they 
nominated graduates or withdraws from the academy, the member of Congress may 
nominate up to 10 new candidates for consideration. 

Non-congressional nominations are considered “service-connected nominations.”11 
These include: 

                                                 
7 Ibid. 
8 United States Military Academy, The USMA Strategy, (West Point, New York: United States Military 

Academy, 2019), https://s3.amazonaws.com/usma-media/inline-
images/about/g5/USMA_Strategy_2019.pdf. 

9 “How do I Apply,” United States Air Force Academy website, accessed June 24, 2021, 
https://www.academyadmissions.com/apply/; United States Military Academy website, “The 8 Steps of 
Applying to West Point,” accessed June 24, 2021, https://www.westpoint.edu/admissions/steps-to-
admission; United States Naval Academy website, “Steps for Admission: Preliminary Application,” 
accessed June 24, 2021, https://www.usna.edu/Admissions/Apply/index.php#fndtn-panel2-Steps-for. 

10 Connecticut Veterans Legal Center, Veterans Inclusion Project, Gatekeepers to Opportunity: Racial 
Disparities in Congressional Nominations to the Military Service Academies, (n.p.: March 17, 2021), 
http://ctveteranslegal.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/3.16.2021-Final-Embargoed-Gatekeepers-to-
Opportunity-Racial-Disparities-in-Congressional-Nominations-to-the-Service-Academies.pdf; This 
process will be more streamlined as a result of the PANORAMA Act; U.S. Congress, Senate, Public 
Accountability on Nominations Offered that Result in Admissions to Military Academies (PANORAMA 
ACT) Act of 2020, S. 3783, 116th Cong., 2nd sess., https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/BILLS-
116s3783is/pdf/BILLS-116s3783is.pdf. 

11 “Nomination Information,” United States Military Academy website, accessed June 24, 2021, 
https://www.westpoint.edu/admissions/prospective-cadets/nomination-information. 

https://www.westpoint.edu/admissions/steps-to-admission
https://www.westpoint.edu/admissions/steps-to-admission
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• Children of service members, active component, reserve, and national guard 
service members;  

• Children of Medal of Honor recipients; (these candidates may also apply for a 
Presidential nomination);  

• Sons and daughters of deceased or disabled armed forces veterans (service 
academy superintendents may also submit nominations for these candidates);  

• Junior and senior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) programs and 
honor ROTC units (service secretaries may nominate these candidates);  

• The Vice President is also authorized to nominate candidates and is the only 
authority authorized to nominate U.S. citizens without geographical 
restrictions.12 

The majority of candidates selected to be cadets and midshipmen receive 
congressional nominations. According to the 2021 Connecticut Veterans Legal Center’s 
“Gatekeepers to Opportunity” report, candidates with congressional nominations “make up 
60-70% of each academy’s student body.”13 The Congressional Research Service 2019 
report on congressional nominations references historical records stating that these 
nominations “ensured that academy appointees represented all geographic areas of the 
United States, came from a diverse set of family backgrounds, and would not be subject to 
executive branch political patronage.”14 

After securing a nomination, the candidate submits a full application package, called 
the Candidate Kit. This package includes transcript(s), Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) or 
American College Testing (ACT) test scores, the Personal Data Record, a candidate 
statement (essays), Department of Defense (DOD) Medical Examination Review Board 
results, the Candidate Fitness Assessment results, and a personal interview. Successful 
candidates receive a Letter of Assurance, which communicates to candidates “that he or 
she will most likely be offered admission upon completion of their application (Candidate 
Kit).”15 

                                                 
12 Eric Petersen and Sarah J. Eckman, “Congressional Nominations to US Service Academies: An 

Overview and Resources for Outreach and Management,” (research report, updated December 2019), p. 
7, https://www.everycrsreport.com/files/ 
20191218_RL33213_f3a4006314d3a115f3b527e698866af2075056c5.pdf. 

13 Connecticut Veterans Legal Center, Veterans Inclusion Project, Gatekeepers to Opportunity, 12. 
14 Petersen and Eckman. “Congressional Nominations to US Service Academies,” p. 1. 
15 “Admissions Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs),” United States Military Academy website, accessed 

March 8, 2021, https://www.westpoint.edu/admissions/frequently-asked-questions.  

https://www.westpoint.edu/admissions/frequently-asked-questions
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As referenced in greater detail later in this paper, there is a relationship between how 
selective an academic institution is, and enrollment, retention, and graduation.16 Based on 
data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), there are noteworthy 
differences when one compares the military service academies to the senior military 
colleges.17 The Fall 2020 admission rates, as a percentage of applicants admitted, at the 
military service academies is between 9% and 13%.18 When compared with other senior 
military colleges, all military service academies have significantly lower admission rates.19 
The Fall 2020 enrollment rates, as a percentage of applicants accepted who then enrolled, 
at the military service academies is between 79% and 84%.20 When compared with other 
senior military colleges, all military service academies have significantly higher enrollment 
rates.21 The current graduation rates at the academies is 85% or higher.22 When compared 
with other senior military colleges, with the exception of Virginia Polytechnic Institute and 
State University, all military service academies have higher graduation rates.23 Table 1 
contains admission, enrollment, and graduation rates in percentages for the academies and 
the senior military colleges.24 The patterns seen here reinforce that there is a relationship 

                                                 
16 Shomon Shamsuddin, “Berkeley or Bust? Estimating the Causal Effect of College Selectivity on 

Bachelor’s Degree Completion,” Research in Higher Education 57, no. 7 (November 2016): 795-822, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-016-9408-0; Scott Heil, Liza Reisel, and Paul Attewell, “College 
Selectivity and Degree Completion,” American Educational Research Journal 51, no. 5 (October 
2014): 913-935, https://doi.org/10.3102%2F0002831214544298. 

17 “College Navigator,” National Center for Education Statistics website, accessed June 9, 2021, 
https://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator. 

18 The admission rates for the Service Academies are as follows: USMA, 9%; USNA, 9%; USAFA, 13%. 
National Center for Education Statistics, “College Navigator.” 

19 The admission rates for the Senior Military Colleges are as follows: The Citadel, 80%; Norwich, 74%; 
Texas A&M, 63%; the University of North Georgia, 81%; Virginia Military Institute, 60%; and 
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, 66%. National Center for Education Statistics, 
“College Navigator.” 

20 The enrollment rates for the Service Academies are as follows: USMA, 82%; USNA, 84%; USAFA, 
78%. National Center for Education Statistics, “College Navigator.” 

21 The enrollment rates for the Senior Military Colleges are as follows: The Citadel, 29%; Norwich, 22%; 
Texas A&M, 41%; the University of North Georgia, 47%; Virginia Military Institute, 52%; and 
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, 33%. National Center for Education Statistics, 
“College Navigator.” 

22 The graduation rates for the Service Academies are as follows: USMA, 85%; USNA, 90%; USAFA, 
87%. National Center for Education Statistics, “College Navigator.” 

23 The rates graduation rates for the Senior Military Colleges are as follows: The Citadel, 71%; Norwich, 
57%; Texas A&M, 82%; the University of North Georgia, 39%; Virginia Military Institute, 79%; and 
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, 89%. National Center for Education Statistics, 
“College Navigator.” 

24 Rates are based on responses to the IPEDS survey item “Provide the number of first-time, 
degree/certificate-seeking undergraduate students who applied, who were admitted, and who enrolled 
(either full- or part-time) at your institution for Fall 2020. Include early decision, early action, and 
students who began studies during the summer prior to Fall 2020.” See National Center for Education 



6 

between how selective an academic institution is and enrollment, retention, and graduation 
rates. 

 
Table 1. Comparison of the Service Academies to the Senior Military Colleges 

School Admission (%) Enrollment (%) Graduation (%) 

USMA 9 82 85 
USNA 9 84 90 
USAFA 13 78 87 
The Citadel 80 29 71 
Norwich University 74 22 57 
Texas A&M 63 41 82 
University of North Georgia 81 47 39 
Virginia Military Institute 60 52 79 
Virginia Tech 66 33 89 

Note: Source: National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), College navigator, 
https://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator 

 
Based on what we saw with the comparison of the academies with the senior military 

colleges, we also compared them with other selective schools, schools that vie for the same 
talent as the academies. Table 2 contains admission, enrollment, and graduation rates in 
percentages for the academies and the Ivy League schools. The patterns seen here again 
reinforce that there is a relationship between how selective an academic institution is and 
both enrollment and graduation rates. It should be noted that not all of these Ivy League 
schools offer ROTC programs for every military service.25  

 
Table 2. Comparison of the Service Academies to the Ivy League Schools 

School Admission (%) Enrollment (%) Graduation (%) 

USMA 9 82 85 
USNA 9 84 90 
USAFA 13 78 87 
Brown University 8 62 95 
Columbia University 7 56 96 

                                                 
Statistics, “IPEDS 2020-21 Data Collection System: 2020-21 Survey Materials: Form” National Center 
for Education Statistics, n.d., https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/UseTheData/ 
ArchivedSurveyMaterialPdf?year=2020&fileName=package_14_102.pdf. 

25 Cornell University has the largest ROTC program, followed by Princeton University. Dartmouth and 
the University of Pennsylvania also have ROTC programs. Some of the Ivy League schools offer only 
Navy ROTC. “Brown Committee on the ROTC Report: Frequently Asked Questions,” Brown 
University website, accessed June 9, 2021, https://www.brown.edu/reports/rotc/faq/frequently-asked-
questions. 

https://www.brown.edu/reports/rotc/faq/frequently-asked-questions
https://www.brown.edu/reports/rotc/faq/frequently-asked-questions
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School Admission (%) Enrollment (%) Graduation (%) 

Cornell University 11 59 95 
Dartmouth College 9 54 95 
Harvard University 5 70 96 
University of Pennsylvania 9 61 98 
Princeton University 6 64 96 
Yale University 7 55 96 

Note: Source: National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), College navigator, 
https://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator 

 
In the next section, we describe attrition at the military service academies, followed 

by a discussion on the ADSO. 

B. Attrition 
In this section, we look at military service academy attrition rates; attrition being 

defined as not matriculating through the course of study until graduation and subsequent 
military officer commissioning. We also describe the personal consequences associated 
with attrition, distribution of attrition by years of education, and the reasons associated with 
the attrition. This section concludes by addressing the types of students that tend to struggle 
at the military service academies.  

1. Attrition Rates 
In materials provided to IDA from the military departments, student attrition over the 

past 10 years tends to be approximately 20% or so of each entering year group for both 
USAFA and USMA, but these numbers do fluctuate from year to year.26 During the past 
10 years at USNA, attrition ranged from a high of 15.6% in 2010, to a low of 9.8% in 
2019.27  

2. Personal Consequences of Attrition  
Personal consequences associated with attrition from a military service academy vary 

based on the number years the student has matriculated through the program of study. 
Generally speaking, if a student departs an academy during their first two years, they do so 
without obligation. 

                                                 
26 Major Andrew L. Bond (United States Military Academy, Chief, G5 Office of Institutional Research), 

data transfer to interviewer James Bishop, February 19, 2021; Anthony “Ryan” McDonald (United 
States Air Force Academy, Officer Accessions and USAFA Affairs), data transfer to interviewer Heidi 
C. Reutter, January 27, 2021. 

27 Steve Vahsen (United States Naval Academy), data transfer to interviewer Heidi C. Reutter, December 
8, 2020. 
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For example, in a military department response to an IDA data call for this research 
project: 

“Cadets are free to leave the academy at any point within their first two years; they 
suffer no penalty nor any financial obligation, and they keep whatever college credits they 
have accumulated. If you attrite after the two-year point, you can either pay back what you 
would owe or enlist in the Army.”28  

We have a similar response from another military department:  

“Midshipmen who are dis-enrolled prior to the start of the fall academic semester of 
their junior year do so with no consequences. Juniors or seniors who are dis-enrolled may 
be (a) transferred to the Reserve in an enlisted status and ordered to active duty for not less 
than two years, but not more than four years, or (b) discharged from the Naval Service and 
be subject to monetary recoupment.”29  

 Since students can voluntarily attrite without penalty prior to the start of their third 
year, one would expect to see higher attrition rates during the first two years of study. There 
is a greater discussion on this topic in section 1.C on the ADSO. 

3. Attrition by Year 
Attrition can take place at any point during a student’s military service academy 

experience and many decide within the first few months of attendance to resign. For 
example, at USMA, classes from year groups 2010 to 2020 experienced a high of 53 cadets 
resigning prior to the completion of new cadet training.30 Similarly, at USAFA, the class 
of 2024 had 31 cadets resign during basic cadet training.31  

In general, more students depart prior to the point of receiving any penalty. At USNA, 
attrition is highest during the freshman and sophomore years and decreases each year 
thereafter. As an example, attrition by a graduating year group would look as follows: 4.3% 
freshman, 4.3% sophomore, 1.8% junior, and 1.0% senior.32  

                                                 
28 Major Andrew L. Bond (United States Military Academy, Chief, G5 Office of Institutional Research), 

data transfer to interviewer James Bishop, February 19, 2021. 
29 Steve Vahsen (United States Naval Academy), data transfer to interviewer Heidi C. Reutter, December 

8, 2020. 
30 Major Andrew L. Bond (United States Military Academy, Chief, G5 Office of Institutional Research), 

data transfer to interviewer James Bishop, February 19, 2021. 
31 Anthony “Ryan” McDonald (United States Air Force Academy, Officer Accessions and USAFA 

Affairs), data transfer to interviewer Heidi C. Reutter, January 27, 2021. 
32 Steve Vahsen (United States Naval Academy), data transfer to interviewer Heidi C. Reutter, December 

8, 2020. 
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Another way to look at attrition would be to consider the total number of students in 
a year group that attrite by count, and then look at the percentage of that total count that 
departed by calendar year. For example, for the USMA graduating classes of 2010 to 2020, 
an average of 50% of attritions took place in either the year of the cadet’s academy arrival, 
or in the very next calendar year (well before the two-year tenure point).33  

In data provided by the Air Force, over a 10-year average, 55% of class attrition took 
place in the first two years of a cadet’s tenure.34 Next, we look at some of the reasons why 
students attrite from the military service academies and which categories of reasons occur 
with greater numbers. 

4. Reasons for Attrition 
Attrition can be categorized as voluntary or involuntary. Students who attrite for 

voluntary reasons resign from the military service academies, whereas students who 
involuntarily attrite are deemed to have separated from the academies. Some students, 
unfortunately, become deceased prior to graduation, which is another reason for attrition.  

Voluntary attrition often makes up the largest portion of a graduating class’ attrition. 
For example, on average 56% of the attrition from the USNA classes of 2002 to 2020 were 
due to voluntary reasons.35 Similarly, the USMA classes of 2010 to 2020 had an average 
of 62% of their class attrition associated with voluntary reasons.36 Some of the reasons 
captured by the academies for voluntary attrition include resigning as a result of or during: 
new cadet training, motivation, conduct/misconduct, honor system, and physical fitness.37 
USAFA conducted exit interviews with 27 cadets who resigned during basic cadet training 
and the indicated reasons included: not committed to the military, not a good fit, different 
career goals, medical, and family influence.38  

Involuntary attrition, or separation, is the second broad category that we describe. 
Students of the military service academies can be separated for conduct/misconduct, 
medical, physical fitness, and honor system violations, some of which are the same reasons 

                                                 
33 Major Andrew L. Bond (United States Military Academy, Chief, G5 Office of Institutional Research), 

data transfer to interviewer James Bishop, February 19, 2021. 
34 Anthony “Ryan” McDonald (United States Air Force Academy, Officer Accessions and USAFA 

Affairs), data transfer to interviewer Heidi C. Reutter, January 27, 2021. 
35 Steve Vahsen (United States Naval Academy), data transfer to interviewer Heidi C. Reutter, December 

8, 2020. 
36 Major Andrew L. Bond (United States Military Academy, Chief, G5 Office of Institutional Research), 

data transfer to interviewer James Bishop, February 19, 2021. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Anthony “Ryan” McDonald (United States Air Force Academy, Officer Accessions and USAFA 

Affairs), data transfer to interviewer Heidi C. Reutter, January 27, 2021. 
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why some students resigned voluntarily. Additionally, students can also be involuntarily 
separated for academic and military development reasons associated with lack of 
performance.  

5. Which Students Struggle 
We asked the military departments for any insights that they could provide us 

regarding which students struggle at the military service academies, and received similar 
responses. For example: 

“Students who have lower SAT/ACT scores and less college-level academic 
preparation (Honors, Advanced Placement, college credit) prior to coming to the academy 
tend to struggle. The academy computes an academic composite based on the student's 
qualifications. Students with low composites are considered to be at risk academically and 
are tracked/monitored closely. Per class year, we have approximately 70 cadets at risk.”39  

“Students who do not have a strong foundation in mathematics and the sciences, or 
students whose high school curriculum did not force them to develop solid time 
management and study skills tend to struggle at the academy. While not necessarily 
struggling, due to their high school academic background, those students who matriculate 
to the academy via the Preparatory School tend to graduate at a lower rate than those 
students who matriculate directly.”40  

Literature corresponds with the two statements above. For one, SAT/ACT scores are 
significantly associated with higher graduation probabilities at USMA based on research 
conducted by the RAND Corporation in 2015.41 In a subsequent report, SAT scores were 
a significant predictor of success at USAFA, with higher scores associated with a higher 
likelihood of graduation.42 The researchers recommended increasing the academic 
composite weighting of academy applicants, since these increased the likelihood of 
graduation.43 

                                                 
39 Anthony “Ryan” McDonald (United States Air Force Academy, Officer Accessions and USAFA 

Affairs), data transfer to interviewer Heidi C. Reutter, January 27, 2021. 
40 Steve Vahsen (United States Naval Academy), data transfer to interviewer Heidi C. Reutter, December 

8, 2020. 
41 Lawrence M. Hanser, and Mustafa Oguz, United States Service Academy Admissions: Selecting for 

Success at the Military Academy/West Point and as an Officer (Santa Monica, CA : RAND National 
Defense Research Institute, 2015) p. 22, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR723.html. 

42 Chaitra Hardison, Susan Burkhauser, and Lawrence M. Hanser, United States Service Academy 
Admissions: Selecting for Success at the Air Force Academy and as an Officer (Santa Monica, CA: 
RAND National Defense Research Institute, 2016) p. 35, https://www.rand.org/pubs/ 
research_reports/RR744.html. 

43 Ibid, 37. 
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Based on these responses, those that struggle academically at the military service 
academies are ultimately in a position where other demands on their limited time can make 
it even more difficult for successful completion, graduation, and commissioning. Demands 
can be from some of those reasons for attrition, such as military development, physical 
fitness, etc. 

C. Active Duty Service Obligation 

1. History  
When USMA was established in 1802, there was no 

service obligation.44 In 1810, the Secretary of War ordered 
a four years of service requirement following graduation 
from the academy. In 1812, it became law that cadets must 
serve five years including time at the academy (which 
varied). When four years of education became the 
standard, Congress increased the term of service to eight 
years, four at the academy and four following 
graduation.45 The ADSO remained at four years until a law 
in 1950 reduced it to three years for both USMA and 
USNA.46 When USNA was established in 1845, it was 
typical for midshipmen to spend time in service at sea in 
between periods of education, and there was no standard 
post-graduation requirement.47 Beginning with the class of 
1962, DOD regulations required four years for all 
academies (USNA had already set the obligation to four 
years with the class of ’58). Congress intervened again in 
1964 and increased the ADSO to five years active duty for 
all three academies, beginning with the class of ’68.48 In 
1989 congressional debate again arose over the ADSO that 
was not resolved until the passage of law in 1996. In 1989, 

                                                 
44 Robert L. Goldich, “The DOD Service Academies: Issues for Congress,” (n.p. Congressional Research 

Service, the Library of Congress, 1997), https://www.everycrsreport.com/files/19970206_97-
217_4cd9921af044d8ba4e10f38148d920f399b3d14b.pdf. 

45 Ibid. 
46 Patrick A. Toffler, “Service Obligation of Graduates of USMA,” Assembly 49, no. 1-3 (1990): 194-196, 

https://play.google.com/books/reader?id=T88aK94nDkcC&hl=en&pg=GBS.RA1-PA55. 
47 Goldich, “The DOD Service Academies.” 
48 Toffler, “Service Obligation” 194-196. 

1802 – Military 
Academy is established 

1810 – 4 years 

1812 – varies ~ 1 year 

1838 – 4 years 

1950 – 3 years 

1962 – 4 years 

1964 – 5 years 

1989 – 6 years 

1996 – 5 years 

ADSO TIMELINE 
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legislation was introduced to increase the ADSO to eight years,49 but there was resistance 
and Congress settled on six years as part of the 1990 Defense Authorization Act, beginning 
with the class of 1996.50 This increase was opposed by the DOD, service chiefs, and the 
academies.51 In 1996 the law was overturned and the ADSO was reduced back to five 
years.52 Currently, the ADSO remains at five years, and has not changed since 1996.53 

In 1996, Congress mandated that DOD analyze the impact of the ADSO on the 
number and quality of applicants.54 The 1997 congressional report that documented ADSO 
history indicated that arguments in favor of increasing the ADSO have always been 
motivated by concerns over high academy costs and a desire to increase return on 
investment (ROI).55 Table 3 includes arguments heard in Congress in 1989-1996, data from 
USMA, news reports regarding the debate, and analysis from the mandated congressional 
report. 

 
Table 3. Rationales for Active Duty Service Obligation Length 

Arguments for ADSO increase Arguments against ADSO increase 

• Academy education is expensive, must 
get sufficient ROI.i 

• Academy budgets have grown well 
beyond inflation.ii 

• Academy graduates have better 
retention rates.iii They are selected for 
promotion, advanced education, 
command positions, and serve in 
technical positions at greater rates.iv 

• ROTC obligation is four years and less 
expensive, a longer ADSO for cadets 
makes sense.v 

• A shorter ADSO may cause recruits to 
favor ROTC, and ROTC graduates 
may feel comparatively less valued.vi 

                                                 
49 Amendment No. 595. 101st Cong., Congressional Record 135, pt. 13 (August 2, 1989): 17620-17626, 

https://www.congress.gov/bound-congressional-record/1989/08/02/senate-section. 
50 National Defense Authorization Act For Fiscal Years 1990 And 1991, H.R. 2461, 103 Stat. 1439, 101st 

Cong. (1989), https://www.congress.gov/bill/101st-congress/house-bill/2461. 
51 Duty Commissions Upon Service Academy Graduations, 141, 104th Cong., 1st sess., Congressional 

Record 112 (July 12, 1995); Toffler, “Service Obligation” 194-196, 
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/CREC-1995-07-12/CREC-1995-07-12-pt1-PgE1414-2/summary. 

52 National Defense Authorization Act For Fiscal Year 1996, Pub. L. 104–106, 110 Stat. 186, 104th Cong. 
(1996), https://www.congress.gov/bill/104th-congress/senate-bill/1124/. 

53 Cadets Agreement to Serve as Officer, Pub. L. 10 USC 7448, Ch. 753 United States Military Academy 
(July 19, 2021), https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title10-
section7448&num=0&edition=prelim. 

54 National Defense Authorization Act For Fiscal Year 1996, Pub. L. 104-106. 
55 Goldich, “The DOD Service Academies.” 
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Arguments for ADSO increase Arguments against ADSO increase 

• Only 60% of academy graduates 
become career officers, it should be 
higher.vii 

• The Army is drawing down and fewer 
officers are needed.viii 

• Forcing higher retention than the 
military needs will increase the 
promotion pass-over rate, damage 
morale, and reduce flexibility for 
personnel management.ix 

• Chiefs expressed some concerns but 
did not indicate opposition.x 

• DOD has not offered any data or 
analysis to support five years over six 
years.xi 

• DOD is opposed.xii 
• The Academies are opposed.xiii 

• Education is unique: students receive 
leadership training, travel abroad, 
monthly payments, and job security 
upon graduation.xiv 

• Academy education is very 
demanding, academics and physical 
training.xv 

• Academy students have less personal 
freedom than other students.xvi 

• A longer ADSO will improve recruiting 
into training-intensive career fields.xvii 

• Academy graduates serve in technical 
positions at greater rates.xviii 

• With so many applicants, high quality 
will be preserved after filtering out the 
less committed.xix 

• GPA and SAT scores did not decline 
following the six-year ADSO.xx 

• The fewer applicants following the 
ADSO increase is on par with the 
reduced number of enlisted people.xxi 

• The decline in applications began prior 
to the six-year ADSO. It’s better 
explained by military drawdowns, small 
numbers of desirable positions, and 
lack of guaranteed active duty 
commissions.xxii 

• A decline in applications when 
Academies are reducing class size is 
not a problem.xxiii 

• The Pentagon reported no change in 
numbers of minority applications.xxiv 

• Quality of recruits will diminishxxv 
• There’s an anticipated decline in high 

school graduates for the next 
decade.xxvi 

• Pentagon reports only 2 out of 15 
applicants are fully qualified to 
attend.xxvii 

• Number of applicants did decrease 
following a longer ADSO.xxviii 

• 24% of accepted applicants withdrew 
due to ADSO.xxix 

• The Academies report five years is 
better for recruiting, especially 
minorities.xxx 

• A long obligation deters minorities and 
women, who are needed to correct 
imbalances between officers and 
enlisted in the military.xxxi 

• Academies are supposed to produce 
career officers, filtering out less 
committed candidates is good.xxxii 

• High school students are too young to 
make such long commitments.xxxiii 

• Service length is not determined by 
ADSO, but rather conflicts, economy, 
and the political climate.xxxiv 

• There is no direct correlation between 
ADSO length and career service.xxxv 
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Arguments for ADSO increase Arguments against ADSO increase 

• The Academies’ intended purpose is to 
create career officers, not professional 
athletes. Difficulty recruiting them is no 
loss.xxxvi 

• Extended ADSO will also destroy 
intercollegiate sports because athletes 
wouldn’t agree to a longer ADSO.xxxvii 

• A-1 sports finance other sports at the 
academies, increase morale and 
acclaim for the academy, and help 
recruiting.xxxviii 

• Lowering the ADSO could provoke 
efforts to cut academy budgets or shut 
them down all together.xxxix 

• Closing Academies might not save 
money because of the cost of 
expanding ROTC and OCS and 
repurposing academy physical plants.xl 

• It would be bad for public image, 
suggesting the academies couldn’t be 
fixed or high-quality military officers 
were not needed.xli 

• The academies offer a unique learning 
environment that isn’t available in 
civilian schools.xlii 

• Academies have produced a long list 
of acclaimed leaders.xliii 

Note: See endnotes at the end of this chapter for table citations. OCS = Officer Candidate School. 

 
This current research effort is in response to congressional inquiry, which was 

prompted by rising academy costs and a decline in length of service from academy 
graduates.56 Increasing the ADSO for students upon entry to the academies is being 
considered as a solution, but recent experiences with a pilot program at USMA suggest that 
perhaps other options may be a better way to improve ROI. Section 4.D discusses the 
USMA pilot and Chapter 5 discusses options for improving ROI. Offering additional years 
of obligation in trade for coveted branch, post, and education, after students have begun 
their education and are better informed about the demands of a military career, could prove 
more effective than a longer ADSO at the time of entry to the academy.57 

2. Implementation 
Students become bound by the ADSO upon enrollment in their third year at the 

academy. They may choose at any time during their first two years to resign with no service 

                                                 
56 National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2020, Pub. L. S. 1790, 116th Cong., (2019), 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-bill/1790. 
57 Office of Economic and Manpower Analysis, “CSP Program Analysis,” PowerPoint presentation, 

Office of Economic and Manpower Analysis, West Point, NY, January 2020. 



15 

obligation whatsoever.58 Students who voluntarily resign after the start of their third year 
of studies, students who are separated at any time during their enrollment at an academy, 
and graduates who decline appointment will all have a service obligation. Those who have 
a service obligation but did not attain a degree are permitted to enlist unless they are 
determined to be unfit to serve (ex. serious misconduct), in which case they could be 
required to pay tuition costs equal to the time they spent at the academy.59 No data or 
statistics were identified that indicate how often academy candidates fail to fulfill their 
service obligation. News reports indicate that students who are expelled from an academy 
and are not permitted to enlist and are often not able to locate good paying employment 
and find tuition costs to be a significant burden.60 In some cases, students who were 
expelled for misconduct or failure to meet physical fitness standards have appealed their 
debt and succeeded in having it waived. In one instance, a member of the U.S. Senate spoke 
out in defense of a midshipman.61 

All officers incur an initial ADSO, but duration varies depending on commissioning 
source. For academy graduates, the obligation is five years, four-year ROTC scholarship 
graduates incur a four-year obligation, and Officer Candidate School graduates incur an 
ADSO of three to four years varying by service.62 Officers may acquire additional service 
obligations for actions not limited to “Warrant officer appointment, promotion, Permanent 
change of station, military schooling, and civilian schooling.”63  

Common occupations that incur additional ADSOs for training are the medical fields 
and those in aviation fields. The DOD minimum obligation for navigators, flight officers, 
and pilots is six years, and eight years for jet pilots.64 Doctors incur seven years of service 
if they receive training through their service at the Uniformed Services University School 
                                                 
58 Department of Defense, “Service Academies,” DoDI 1322.22 (Washington, DC: USD(P&R), 

September 24, 2015), 14, https://www.esd.whs.mil/Portals/ 
54/Documents/DD/issuances/dodi/132222p.pdf. 

59 Ibid. 
60 Amy Argetsinger, “Where Expulsion Can Be Expensive,” Washington Post, November 29, 1998, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/local/1998/11/29/where-expulsion-can-be-
expensive/44a5dd3d-8c78-4fd5-835a-69166c103750/; Bradley Olsen, “Seconds Short, Mid Bitter Over 
Expulsion,” Baltimore Sun, May 25, 2006, https://www.baltimoresun.com/bal-mid0525-story.html. 

61 Argetsinger, “Where Expulsion Can Be Expensive.” 
62 “DOPMA/ROPMA Policy Reference Tool: Military Service Obligation and Active Duty Service 

Obligation,” RAND Corporation website, accessed February 2, 2020, http://dopma-
ropma.rand.org/military-service-obligation.html. 

63 Headquarters, Department of the Army, “Officer Active Duty Service Obligations,” AR 350–100 
(Washington, DC: HQDA, September 26, 2017) https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/ 
pdf/web/ARN2513_AR350-100_Web_FINAL.pdf. 

64 Minimum Service Requirement for Certain Flight Crew Positions, Pub. L. 10 USC 653 (2018), 
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title10-
section653&num=0&edition=prelim. 
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of Medicine.65 The Air Force, Army, Navy, and Marine Corps all have the same obligation 
as DOD for their doctors. This obligation begins once training has been completed, and 
after they have completed their academy ADSO, for a minimum of 12 years of service.66  

Aviation obligations vary by service. The Department of the Navy requirements are 
the closest to the DOD standard, eight years for pilots and six years for Naval flight 
officers.67 The ADSO can be served concurrently with the Academy ADSO, but does not 
begin until completion of training, so a pilot’s overall service obligation would be greater 
than eight years.68 In the Navy, flight training can last up to three years.69 The Air Force 
requires a longer commitment from jet pilots – the 10 year ADSO is concurrent with the 
Academy ADSO,70 and begins upon completion of training.71 The Army also has a 10 year 
ADSO for their aviation officers, which they recently increased from six years due to rising 
training costs and retention challenges.72 Unlike the other services, the Army does not have 
jet pilots; most aviators fly helicopters or transports.73 Differences in service commitment 

                                                 
65 Students: Selection; Status; Obligation, Pub. L. 10 USC 2114 (2018), 

https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title10-
section2114&num=0&edition=prelim. 

66 Headquarters, Department of the Air Force, “Military Utilization and Classification,” Air Force Manual 
36-2100 (Washington, DC: HQDAF, April 7, 2021), https://static.e-publishing.af.mil/production/1/ 
af_a1/publication/afman36-2100/afman36-2100.pdf; Headquarters, Department of the Army, 
“Professional Education and Training Programs of the Army Medical Department,” AR 351-3 
(Washington, DC: HQDA, October 15, 2007), https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/ 
DR_pubs/DR_a/pdf/web/AR%20351-3.pdf; Headquarters, Department of the Navy, “Enlisted To 
Officer Commissioning Programs Application Administrative Manual,” OPNAVINST 1420.1B 
(Washington, DC: HQDN N13, December 14, 2009), https://www.usna.edu/ 
Admissions/_files/documents/Fleet/OPNAVINST.pdf. 

67 Headquarters, Department of the Navy, “Lateral Transfer Into Naval Aviation,” MILPERSMAN 1542-
010 (Washington, DC: HQDA, February 22, 2020), https://www.public.navy.mil/bupers-
npc/reference/milpersman/1000/1500Training/Documents/1542-010.pdf. 

68 Ibid. 
69 Carol S. Moore, Are Aviation Obligations Driving Students Away? (Alexandria, VA: Center for Naval 

Analysis, October 2000), https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA212189.pdf. 
70 Headquarters, Department of the Air Force, “Military Utilization and Classification,” Air Force Manual 

36-2100, https://static.e-publishing.af.mil/production/1/af_a1/publication/afman36-2100/afman36-
2100.pdf. 

71 “Frequently Asked Questions: Get Answers Now,” U.S. Air Force website, accessed February 4, 2020, 
https://www.airforce.com/frequently-asked-questions/make-a-decision,how-things-work/what-is-the-
service-commitment-i-d-be-making-to-the-air-
force#:~:text=Pilots%20incur%20a%2010%2Dyear,the%20completion%20of%20this%20commitment. 

72 Kyle Rempfer, “New Army Aviators Will Incur 10-Year Service Obligations, up from Six, Starting in 
October,” Army Times, August 21, 2020, https://www.armytimes.com/news/your-army/2020/08/21/ 
new-army-aviators-will-incur-10-year-service-obligations-up-from-six-starting-in-october/. 

73 “About the Army: Aircraft, Helicopters and UAV,” U.S. Army website, accessed February 8, 2021, 
https://www.goarmy.com/about/army-vehicles-and-equipment/army-helicopters-and-uavs.html. 

https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/pdf/web/AR%20351-3.pdf
https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/pdf/web/AR%20351-3.pdf


17 

requirements among the military components could be one influencing factor in where 
people choose to serve.  

Table 4 summarizes ADSOs specific to occupational training. 
Table 4. ADSOs for Military and Civilian Schooling 

Occupation 
Field 

DOD 
Minimum Air Force Army Navy 

Marine 
Corps 

Medical 
physicians 
(DOD-trained) 

7 years 7 years 7 years 7 years 7 years 

Pilots, flight 
officers, 
navigators 

6 years 6 years 10 years 6 years 6 years 

Jet pilots 8 years 10 years N/A 8 years 8 years 
 

Only a few historical studies on the effects of service obligations for aviation were 
identified, and they did not provide conclusive evidence on the relationship between 
ADSOs and pilot quality. In 1987, the ADSO for pilot training in the Navy was increased 
from five to six years.74 At that time, Naval researchers concluded that a seven-year 
obligation was ideal when considering training costs and typical tours and cycles. This 
assessment acknowledged a further increase could impact recruiting numbers and quality, 
especially because the Marine Corps aviation ADSO was only four and a half years, but 
they did not actually analyze recruiting data.75 The current six- and eight-year obligations 
for aviation in the Navy began in 1991, and an analysis of aviation test scores in 2000 found 
no evidence the ADSO was responsible for a decline in quality; the data indicated the 
decline was due to increased accessions.76 A study using data on USAFA graduates from 
1985-2000 drew contrary conclusions. During that period, the Air Force aviation ADSO 
increased twice, and regression analysis indicated that increasing the ADSO did decrease 
the probability of all graduates to attend pilot training. The effect was greater for high 
performers as measured by graduation order of merit.77 

                                                 
74 Donald J. Cymrot, and Patricia E. Byrnes, An Analysis of the Active Duty Service Obligation (ADSO) 

for Navy Pilots, (Arlington, VA: Center for Naval Analysis, September 11, 1989), 
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA212189.pdf. 

75 Ibid. 
76 Moore, Are Aviation Obligations Driving Students Away? 
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3. Relationship to Return on Investment 
The purpose of the ADSO is to improve retention. However, retention is one of many 

benefits of an academy education, and not the only benefit that the ADSO affects. A 
rational public servant chooses an ADSO to optimize some combination of these 
heterogeneous benefits. Thus, choosing the ADSO is a matter of weighing retention effects 
against other effects, including effects on the quality and diversity of academy graduates. 
Note that cost is not relevant to this effect-weighing exercise. If an ADSO change would 
improve ROI, that change would do so independent of whether costs were high, low, had 
risen, or had fallen. 

The most straightforward tradeoff in choosing the optimal ADSO is between quantity 
of service (retention) and quality of service. A higher ADSO increases retention, but 
dissuades some students that the academies would have admitted. The academies must then 
admit less-preferred students. If the academies’ preferences over potential applicants are 
entirely aligned with future quality, increasing the ADSO will decrease mean officer 
quality. 

To the extent that the academies’ preferences over potential applicants are not aligned 
with future quality, the ADSO serves a second purpose—a mechanism for screening 
applicants on their willingness to serve. If the academies could know during the admissions 
process how long and how well each applicant would serve, this screening mechanism 
would be redundant. However, we cannot expect the academies to know how long or how 
well applicants will serve if appointed. Some cadets and midshipmen resign halfway 
through their educations every year and do not serve at all; they would not have been cadets 
and midshipmen in the first place if the academies anticipated their resignations. 

Collecting more informative responses from applicants could help the academies 
anticipate future career quality. However, uncertainty would remain because applicants 
have an incentive to overstate their willingness to serve. A 2020 experiment by USMA 
provides evidence that applicants follow that incentive. When asked on the initial 
application (“Candidate Questionnaire”) whether they preferred a five-year or six-year 
ADSO, 59% of applicants responded with a preference for the six-year ADSO. Yet, when 
applicants who stated a preference for a six-year ADSO were randomly assigned a five- or 
six-year ADSO in their offer of appointment, 85% assigned the five-year ADSO accepted 
compared to 77% assigned the six-year ADSO. Thus, the applicants’ choices contradicted 
their stated preference. 

The USMA experiment demonstrates how the ADSO screens out applicants who are 
not willing to serve a given duration, no matter what they signal in their applications. The 
value of the experiment goes far beyond this demonstration. The USMA experiment also 
allows us to examine the effects of increasing the ADSO on the diversity and other 
characteristics of the student body, reveals the reactions of stakeholders such as applicants’ 
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family members and alumni, and informs the design of similar and complementary 
experiments. 

D. Structure of this Paper 
In the next chapter, chapter 2, we detail officer development and undergraduate 

experiences at the military service academies. In chapter 3 we assess the costs and benefits 
of commissioning officer through the academies. In chapter 4 we discuss potential effects 
of increasing the ASDO for academy graduates and report insights from the recent USMA 
ADSO pilot. In chapter 5 we describe options for ensuring adequate ROI in military service 
academy graduates, and in chapter 6 we describe potential pilot programs for two 
specifications of those options. Conclusions can be found in Chapter 7. 

 

i Amendment No. 595, 101st Cong., Congressional Record.; Amendment No. 2123: SEC. 502: Review of 
Period of Obligation Active Duty Service for Graduates of Service Academies. 104th Cong., 
Congressional Record 141, no. 129 (August 4, 1995): S11413-S11419. 

ii Patrick E. Tyler, “Overseeing Academies Deadly Minefield,” Washington Post, April 5, 1990, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1990/04/05/overseeing-academies-deadly-
minefield/4eb35b91-096d-499a-8827-5d22a5a19760/. 

iii Retain Our Service Academies: Hearing before the House of Representatives, 104th Cong., 1st sess., (June 
14, 1995), https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CREC-1995-06-14/html/ 
CREC-1995-06-14-pt1-PgE1244-3.htm; Toffler, “Service Obligation,” 194-196. 

iv Toffler, “Service Obligation,” 194-196. 
v Amendment No. 595, Congressional Record. 
vi Amendment No. 2123, Congressional Record. 
vii Amendment No. 595, Congressional Record. 
viii Goldich, “The DOD Service Academies.”; Tyler, “Overseeing Academies.” 
ix Amendment No. 2123, Congressional Record. 
x Amendment No. 595, Congressional Record. 
xi Amendment No. 2123, Congressional Record. 
xii Amendment No. 595, Congressional Record. 
xiii Toffler, “Service Obligation” 194-196; Amendment No. 2123, Congressional Record. 
xiv Amendment No. 595, Congressional Record. 
xv Amendment No. 595, Congressional Record. 
xvi Duty Commissions Upon Service Academy Graduations, Congressional Record. 
xvii Amendment No. 595, Congressional Record. 
xviii Toffler, “Service Obligation,” 194-196. 
xix Amendment No. 595, Congressional Record. 
xx Amendment No. 2123, Congressional Record. 
xxi Kris Antonelli, “Senate Panel Votes to Ease Academy Service Requirement,” The Baltimore Sun, July 

14, 1995, https://www.baltimoresun.com/news/bs-xpm-1995-07-14-1995195049-story.html. 
xxii Amendment No. 2123, Congressional Record. 
xxiii Amendment No. 2123, Congressional Record. 

                                                 



20 

                                                                                                                                                 
xxiv Amendment No. 2123, Congressional Record. 
xxv Amendment No. 595, Congressional Record. 
xxvi Amendment No. 595, Congressional Record. 
xxvii Amendment No. 595, Congressional Record. 
xxviii Antonelli, “Senate Panel Votes.” 
xxix Antonelli, “Senate Panel Votes.” 
xxx Amendment No. 2123, Congressional Record. 
xxxi Amendment No. 2123, Congressional Record. 
xxxii Amendment No. 595, Congressional Record. 
xxxiii Amendment No. 595, Congressional Record.; Amendment No. 2123, Congressional Record. 
xxxiv Toffler, “Service Obligation,” 194-196. 
xxxv Amendment No. 2123, Congressional Record. 
xxxvi Amendment No. 595, Congressional Record. 
xxxvii Tyler, “Overseeing Academies.” 
xxxviii Goldich, “The DOD Service Academies.” 
xxxix Amendment No. 2123, Congressional Record. 
xl Goldich, “The DOD Service Academies.” 
xli Goldich, “The DOD Service Academies.” 
xlii Goldich, “The DOD Service Academies.” 
xliii Retain Our Service Academies, 104th Cong., 1st sess.; Amendment No. 2123, Congressional Record. 



21 

2. Officer Development and Undergraduate 
Experiences at the Academies 

In this chapter, we describe both the officer development and undergraduate 
experiences of those that attend the military service academies. We commence with a 
discussion on the effects associated with cohort camaraderie and peers, then delve into 
other aspects of the academy experience and their effect on officer development.  

A. Cohort Camaraderie and Peers 

1. Cohort Camaraderie 
The concept of camaraderie has not been the focus of much research, but it has been 

connected to the idea of coworker social support.78 USNA states “the impact of cohort 
camaraderie is significant in forming the foundation of service, sacrifice, selflessness and 
teamwork… lifelong bonds form, as do the normative values of camaraderie that are 
essential to mission success in the fleet.”79 Military service academies are more stressful 
environments than civilian colleges in part due to added military obligations.80 Research 
on stressful occupations with nurses, substance abuse counselors, and correctional officers 
indicate that coworker social support predicts lower levels of emotional exhaustion,81 
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depersonalization, feelings of ineffectiveness,82 and intentions to quit.83 In military 
populations, social support and feelings of camaraderie have been found to positively 
impact resilience and reduce the likelihood of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 
symptoms.84 The few studies conducted at the service academies provide inconclusive 
evidence on how camaraderie impacts stress reduction. A study comparing USMA cadets 
with other undergraduates found that cadets reported higher friendship scores, as well as 
connectedness and feelings of importance to others. However, the relationship between 
these factors and perceived stress was nonsignificant.85 

2. Peers 
At USNA peers are considered integral to character development and social support. 

The academy has carefully developed peer programs such as Plebe Summer Detailers, 
Brigade 'Stripers,' and varsity sports to train leaders to maximize peer contributions to 
teaching and learning.86 A study on peer effects at USAFA found freshman squadron grade 
point average (GPA) and physical education average (PEA) scores significantly affect 
individual freshman GPA and PEA, and the effect is greater than those found in other 
college studies at “the roommate, dorm floor, or dorm-level.”87 USMA emphasizes 
“growing together as a team,” and holding one another accountable to the standards, as part 
of physical education, and has piloted performance psychology training in development of 
their peer mentorship program.88 Peers’ role in holding each other accountable to the honor 
code is well documented. Both USMA and USAFA specifically state in their honor codes 
they will “not lie, cheat or steal, nor tolerate those who do.”89 However, recent research at 
USMA indicates that cadets are disinclined to report each other. Some of the reasons given 
include loyalty to one another, the significant time commitment associated with getting 
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involved, and perceptions of inequality in and severity of the justice system.90 This small 
body of research suggests the academies are working hard to foster peer influence, with 
some positive effects, but have not yet perfected all aspects of the application. 

B. Academy Experiences and Impact to Officer Development 

1. Supervisory Presence 
USNA links supervisory presence to “good order and discipline,” opportunities for 

mentoring, and helping midshipmen to align their interests and abilities with potential 
service assignments.91 USMA also emphasizes the importance of mentoring. 
“Institutionally, every faculty member has a responsibility to be a role model and mentor 
or coach who guides cadets through opportunities for learning in and out of the 
classroom.”92 Mentoring is a function which is likely to exist at greater levels at the military 
service academies than most other colleges, and research and measures are readily 
available.  

In a qualitative assessment interviewing a small group of USNA faculty, nearly all 
the faculty mentors expressed a preference for informal mentorships. When mentorships 
are informal, they are mutually selected by mentor and protégé; faculty mentors indicated 
mentor relationships are more likely to be satisfactory when protégés want to participate 
and admire and respect their mentors.93 However, there is some evidence mentorships can 
be beneficial even when they are formally assigned. In the Army, battalion commanders 
are responsible for mentoring multiple captains and the relationship consists of counseling, 
continuous feedback, and annual evaluations.94 A study of Army captains serving as 
company commanders found that the captains were more likely to be promoted early when 
they were assigned to battalion commanders who were also promoted “below the zone” to 
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the rank of major. The effect of this relationship was stronger when the captains were high 
performers as measured by SAT scores.95  

Students have been surveyed regarding mentoring outcomes at both USNA and 
USAFA with the same results. At both academies, more than half the sample population 
had experienced a mentor relationship, and mentored students reported significantly more 
satisfaction with the academy, viewed mentorships as more important, and engaged in 
more mentoring themselves. However, mentor relationships did not significantly impact 
GPA, class standing or order of merit.96 These results suggest that in terms of officer 
development the primary function of mentorships at the academies is to prepare graduates 
for their roles as mentors to subordinates in the military. A thesis conducted at USNA 
among junior officers stationed there found supporting evidence; officers who had 
previously experienced mentorship chose to mentor midshipmen at the academy 
significantly more often than junior officers who had not been mentored.97 

2. High Level of “Touch Time”  
USNA considers touch time to be “critical to the development of every midshipman,” 

and they often refer to leadership as a “contact sport.” Touch time is achieved both by 
instilling a culture of interaction, and with unusually small classes.98 At the academies, 
average class size is rarely more than 20 students, and could be as little as five.99 This is 
compared to an average of 37.55 students per class for 92 universities across the country, 
or 30 students on average at the eight Ivy League schools, or 30.25 students at twelve other 
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universities with undergraduate populations of less than 7,000 students.100 Smaller class 
sizes at the college level predict higher retention and graduation rates.101 Small classes 
positively affect test scores, grades, good discipline, persistence, and self-esteem, and 
effects are even greater for poor and minority students, closing education gaps.102 
Additionally, students report greater levels of learning as class size goes down, even when 
controlling for other factors such as instructor quality and availability.103 

The military service academies’ culture of interaction also sets it apart from civilian 
institutions. Academy students have reported that military instructors are more available 
than civilian instructors,104 and USAFA leaders have cited their requirements for faculty 
to be available to students most of the work day as one of the challenges for attracting and 
hiring more civilian faculty, who are unaccustomed to that standard.105 

A great deal of research on the potential benefits of student-faculty interactions (SFIs) 
has occurred over the past few decades. In 1982, researchers determined informal 
interaction with faculty positively affects students’ ratings of their skills, knowledge, 
development, and satisfaction with education. However, formal interaction was negatively 
associated with satisfaction.106 Other benefits associated with SFI include student 
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perceptions of academic ability,107 intrinsic motivation for attending college,108 and higher 
GPA.109 Connectedness with faculty is also related to reduced test anxiety, 110 and student 
satisfaction with faculty interaction is a significant positive predictor of their commitment 
to their educational institution.111  

In the 1990s surveys were conducted at institutions of higher education across the 
country and results indicated SFIs at colleges, universities, and community colleges 
positively predict academic effort, and educational gains.112 Interactions with faculty can 
also affect career preparation and personal development.113 Data from focus groups in the 
early 2000s114 suggest the service academies foster much more SFI than most other 
colleges and universities. Touch time at the academies is likely to increase positive 
outcomes for cadets and midshipmen that they might not otherwise enjoy at other academic 
institutions. 

3. Moral and Ethical Training 
A unique feature of the military service academies is the amount of effort they put 

into developing student moral reasoning and leadership skills. The U.S. Army dedicates a 
chapter to character in their leadership doctrine because they believe a person’s character 
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and reputation for good character has significant impacts on their ability to lead and 
maintain the trust of subordinates.115 Research in this area indicates ethical leadership is 
positively related with wellbeing, happiness, and self-esteem.116 It also positively predicts 
follower happiness and life satisfaction, leader effectiveness, follower performance,117 and 
having ethical followers.118 When compared to other leader characteristics like bravery, 
social intelligence, and perspective, leader integrity is a significant predictor for middle-
management performance, but it becomes the most important factor for top-level 
management.119 All of the academies have honor codes they actively enforce, as well as 
extensive programs that develop leadership and character.120  

USMA indicates character development leads to officers that adhere to Army values, 
can build trust and lead resilient teams, and are accountable for their actions and the actions 
of their subordinates.121 The West Point Leader Development System (WPLDS) consists 
of character, academic, military, and physical programs, and spans the full 47 months of 
education beginning in the plebe summer prior to freshman classes.122 The character 
program has three main parts. There are three to five lessons each semester (non-academic) 
on subjects including the honor code, military values, and personal virtues intended to 
stimulate growth as a person and a leader. There is an “Officership” capstone course which 
teaches moral and ethical leadership, and there is program assessment using interviews, 
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surveys, and tests to evaluate the effectiveness of the program and inform improvements.123 
The character development strategy at USMA is intended to permeate all activities at the 
academy, it is the responsibility of all faculty and staff to promote, and is meant to be a 
way of life, not just rules to follow.124 For example, during Cadet Character Education 
Program Leadership Challenges, faculty serve as cadet company coaches to lead 
conversations on moral and ethical decision-making.125 

USNA teaches character development with the goal of helping midshipmen determine 
right from wrong, and to develop the courage to do the right thing even at personal risk.126 
Producing leaders of character begins with selection for admission and development is 
embedded in all programs, policies, curriculum, and daily activities.127 The USNA’s 
Leadership Education and Development (LEAD) Division also implements a four-year 
program including academic courses, experiential learning, and mentorship.128 The Center 
for Experiential Leadership Development (ELD) oversees the leadership development 
programs including offshore and summer training.129 The Department of Leadership, 
Ethics, and Law (LEL) administers a core course each year in leadership and ethics, and 
provides additional elective courses.130 There is also a capstone seminar for midshipmen 
to discuss leadership and character issues and reflect on their own development.131 

USAFA describes outcomes of character development as leaders adhering to Air 
Force values who uplift others to their best selves and elevate performance.132 Their Center 
for Character and Leadership Development (CCLD) contains the Development division, 
which creates and implements programs for leader and character development, education 
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on healthy relationships and empathy, experiential learning, and hosts an annual national 
symposium.133 Each year cadets participate in a seminar with applications throughout the 
year,134 and they complete a required core course on character and leadership 
development.135 There are additional ethics educational requirements some years.136 The 
CCLD also has a Research & Scholarship Division that evaluates the character 
development programs and studies new strategies, and a Support division which 
coordinates between the CCLDs and the rest of the academy.137 

The limited peer-reviewed research on character development at the academies 
provides no conclusive answers regarding the benefits of character training, but is favorable 
to the academies. Project Arête, a longitudinal study of character development at USMA, 
measured development using Periodic Development Reviews (PDRs). PDRs are completed 
by instructors, peers, and cadets (self-evaluating) each semester. Results indicated 
instructor and self-PDRs improve significantly over time.138 From a human resource 
management perspective, the USMA character development program is regarded as highly 
effective and an appropriate model for other organizations. The training is rigorous, and 
the leadership is actively involved in development and facilitating culture shifts.139 The 
academies are also regarded as a model example for leadership training. Seniors from an 
undisclosed service academy were surveyed and most reported having extensive leadership 
experience. Those with the most experience rated themselves more highly with regard to 
honesty and integrity.140 
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4. High Level of Scrutiny and Oversight 
The Navy regards a high level of oversight and frequent feedback as essential to a 

midshipman’s development and growth.141 At the military service academies, students 
must meet extensive requirements and are graded on physical and military performance as 
well as academics.142 Students overall ranking can also be impacted by character 
evaluations.143 At USMA, students receive PDRs every semester that rate their character 
and officer development and are completed by teachers, peers, and cadets (self-
evaluations).144 Peer monitoring and oversight is part of leadership training. Students at the 
academies begin with rotational leadership roles their first year at the academies and take 
on additional leadership and mentoring responsibilities as they progress through each year 
over newer class members. Newer class member development and effectiveness are the 
responsibility of their more senior leaders.145  

Academy students also have much less freedom of movement than other college 
students. At the academies, students must be granted leave passes for vacations, weekends, 
and over-night absences, with more senior class members enjoying more privileges.146 
Leave privileges may be revoked if a student is placed on academic probation,147 and at 
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USMA, cadets may lose other privileges including extracurricular activities, attending on-
campus sports events, or socializing in the mess hall.148  

5. Leadership Roles and Promotion 
Interviews with USMA cadet commanders in 2016 reveal several ways in which 

leadership positions and roles may positively impact development.149 Cadets indicated 
their experience in leadership positions was positive overall; they identified with and 
modeled good peer leaders, learned the value of seeking criticism, used leadership styles 
they were not naturally inclined to, learned how senior leaders’ decisions impacted lower 
ranks, and learned to appreciate the importance of different branches to mission success. 
Cadets learned being a leader is not just about command, it is supporting others that are 
struggling, teaching them to overcome overwhelming obstacles, and the value of trust with 
delegating tasks. 

There is evidence that the type of position cadets are assigned to can impact future 
leadership assignments. Data from USAFA for students from 1980-2011 indicated cadets 
who were wing, group, or squadron commanders, or in staff positions that report to those 
commanders, were more likely than cadets assigned to instructor, administrative, or logistic 
positions, to be promoted to lieutenant colonel by the time they reached the promotion 
zone, regardless of academic grades or demographics.150  

6. Military-relevant Coursework 
Each of the academies require military and officer-ship courses as part of their 

curriculum each year;151 as well as other military training and special events.152 At  
USAFA, there are military studies, which are intended to elevate the quality of education. 
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USMA offers a military major, and USNA has a department for nautical skills, but without 
a naval/military major.153  

USAFA’s approach to military education focuses on enabling strategic thinking, with 
a military studies department that has an inter-disciplinary faculty, including social 
sciences and humanities, enabling them to teach “the context, theory, and application of 
military power demands.”154 USMA requires cadets to study subjects before class and then 
be prepared to present what they learned to the class; a method in which cadets learn public 
speaking, how to explain their work in a clear way, get regular feedback, and are able to 
measure their performance against their peers’.155 At USNA, military courses are 
considered to be critical for midshipmen to develop into effective officers, and the regular 
review of academic programs include input from external experts in military leadership 
and the program evolves to meet national priorities.156 

Although students have rated value to their military courses, they rate military training 
and experiential learning more highly for their development as officers.157 Interviews with 
USMA cadets found that students used what they learned in class for their leadership 
responsibilities, therefore drawing from this experience was paramount.158 Leadership 
development is not the only benefit of military training and experiential training. Military 
training and experiential training develop practical individual competencies and 
capabilities in future officers, such as marksmanship, flying, and Survival, Evasion, 
Resistance, and Escape (SERE). 

                                                 
153 Thomas Drohan, and Steven Pomeroy, Who Speaks for Our Profession? Military and Strategic Studies 

at the USAF Academy (Colorado Springs, CO: US Air Force Academy, Dept. of Military and Strategic 
Studies, 2011), p. 6, https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA559058.pdf. 

154 Ibid, 6. 
155 Amy E. Shell, “The Thayer Method of Instruction at the United States Military Academy: A Modest 

History and a Modern Personal Account,” Primus: Problems, Resources, and Issues in Mathematics 
Undergraduate Studies 12, no. 1 (March 2002): 27-38, https://doi.org/10.1080/10511970208984015. 

156 Steve Vahsen (United States Naval Academy), e-mail to interviewer Heidi C. Reutter, December 8, 
2020. 

157 Derek A. West, and Benjamin L. Dilla, “Cadets' Perceptions of Leadership Development Activities at 
the United States Air Force Academy” (MA thesis, Ohio State University, April 1992), 
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADP006920.pdf.; Robert W. Thomas, “Teaching Tomorrow's Leaders: A 
Comparison of Leadership Development at the United States Military Academy and United States 
Naval Academy” (MA thesis, Naval Postgraduate School, June 2000), 
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/citations/ADA380918. 

158 Ibid. 



33 

7. Educational Achievements 
USAFA often issues press releases regarding students’ academic achievements, such 

as scholarship winners and academy graduates attending graduate school.159 USMA also 
announces academic accomplishments by their students. USMA’s releases often include 
general information about West Point as well,160 suggesting that these announcements are 
used for recruiting purposes or to otherwise signal the quality of the school through its 
students. USNA has a section of its website dedicated to “notable graduates,” which lists 
records for several kinds of scholarship winners as well as other accomplishments like 
holding political office and obtaining military awards.161 By 2020, “USNA had 52 Rhodes 
Scholar graduates, the ninth most in the nation, and a number competitive with the most 
prestigious institutions of higher education in the United States.”162 Students’ academic 
achievements reflect well on the quality of education at the academy and the caliber of 
students who choose to attend. For students, academic performance at the academies is 
linked to privileges including liberty to leave campus,163 increased likelihood of being 
selected for leadership positions,164 and a higher order of merit which impacts the branches 
or communities a graduate can select.165 

8. Physical Education and Achievements in Athletics and Sports 
Each of the three military service academies have physical education programs that 

require students to participate in fitness activities like boxing, swimming, and basic 
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military training.166 USNA regards physical fitness as a necessity for attaining mission 
readiness and developing effective leaders.167 The USAFA objectives for physical 
education are to learn leadership characteristics such as discipline and self-confidence, 
teamwork, stamina, and lifetime fitness habits that exceed Air Force standards.168 The 
USMA mission is to develop leaders of character that are mentally and physically strong 
and prepared to meet the challenges of military service.169 Physical education is still a 
common college requirement; approximately 40% of four-year colleges require some 
physical education to earn a bachelor’s degree. However, some schools award no credit 
hours for physical education, three credit hours being the most common, and only 
Northwest Nazarene University requires as many as the United States Military 
Academy.170 When USMA cadets were asked to write about their positive experiences with 
the physical education program, a frequent theme was positive experiences with teacher 
encouragement and learning to overcome.171  

In addition to the physical fitness requirements students must meet to graduate, the 
academies also require participation in intercollegiate, club, or intramural sports.172 At  
USNA, participation in sports is intended to develop skills in team-building, decision-
making, and coping with stress to prepare for military service and possible combat.173 
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USMA also emphasizes the importance of sports in developing leadership and teamwork, 
as well as forging personal bonds with others.174 All three academies provide links from 
their athletics page to separate websites for their intercollegiate sports programs.175 For 
many in the nation, televised sporting events are the primary interaction they have with the 
Navy, therefore, USNA views participation in sports at the National Collegiate Athletic 
Association (NCAA) level as an important factor in generating positive public knowledge 
and support.176 At USAFA, athletes are told that they are role models at the Academy and 
in the community, and they must behave as representatives of the Air Force at all times.177 
A congressional report on the academies from 1997 concluded intercollegiate athletics 
were a net good, providing positive attention to the academies and benefiting recruiting.178 

Division I athletes report moderate levels of growth from the adversity they 
experience in sports, with the most development in personal strength.179 College athletes 
also report significantly higher levels of mental toughness than non-athletes,180 and athletes 
with high levels of mental toughness employ more psychological skills and strategies (e.g. 
goal setting, relaxation, avoiding negative talk) during competition.181 Athletes in 
individual sports reported even higher mental toughness and positivity scores than athletes 
in team sports.182 Development of mental toughness and strength in adversity through 
competitive sports is related to performance off the field. At USMA, students are evaluated 
for their sports participation, and students who were rated by their instructors and peers as 
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displaying high levels of positive behaviors like resilience also had higher military and 
academic scores.183 

Physical education and competitive sports can contribute to the development of 
academy students, and help build valuable skills for graduates’ service as officers in the 
military. NCAA level sports attract positive attention to the Academies and military 
services, can be used as a recruiting strategy, and the profits can be used to offset other 
costs at the academies. 
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3. Benefits and Costs of Commissioning 
Officers Through the Service Academies 

The Services’ investment in cadets and midshipmen entail a variety of costs. The 
primary return on that investment (the benefit associated with the costs) is those students’ 
future service on active duty. Service on active duty includes quantity (years served) and 
quality (characteristics of service) components. Secondary returns include: 

• Service in the reserve component; 

• Contributions to the nation beyond military service; and 

• Maintaining and increasing the prestige of the institution. 

In this chapter we use decades of data to quantify and categorize the benefits and costs 
of commissioning officers through the Service academies. We also discuss benefits and 
costs that defy quantification. We acknowledge the implication that ROI, too, defies 
quantification. 

A. Career Outcomes 

1. Data 
We use monthly data on all active duty commissioned officers from January 2000 

through June 2020 from the Defense Manpower Data Center (DMDC). We observe 
accession source, total months of active service (MoAS) since officer commission date, 
pay grade, days deployed, service in a special operations unit, service as a commander 
currently or ever, Professional Military Education (PME) level, Joint Professional Military 
Education (JPME) level, and election to join the Selected Reserve (SELRES) for each 
officer in each month (except for missing values). SELRES status was calculated by 
recording if an officer appeared in the SELRES data after leaving active duty. Our reserve 
data prior to 2012 does not distinguish SELRES or another type of reserve service, so we 
can only observe this behavior if an officer was in the SELRES during 2012-2020. When 
appropriate, observed values are forward-filled for an individual to minimize the 
proportion of missing values. In this section, missing values are marked with “Unknown.” 
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Table 5. Officers by Accession Source 

Accession Source Total Officers 
Largest Number of Officers 

in any MoAS 

USAFA 32,672 19,245 
USMA 31,381 20,591 
USNA 31,906 20,542 

All 95,857 59,623 
 

We observe 95,857 unique officers that were commissioned after attending USAFA, 
USMA, or USNA. We remove all observations of service members prior to their accession 
from an academy. Our calculation of MoAS comes from the observed Officer Appointment 
Date, which allowed us to observe officers whose careers began before January 2000, the 
first observed date in our data. This allows us to have a fuller picture of the long-term 
careers of officers accessing from the academies, as some of the officers in our data are 
observed to serve more than twenty years, as can be seen in Figure 1. Each MoAS has a 
different number of officers, and the maximum number of individual officers in any MoAS 
is shown in the right-most column in Table 5. 

This calculation of MoAS also contributes to the somewhat surprising shape in Figure 
1. The periodic upticks in the number of officers in our subset represent each May, when 
recent academy graduates commission. Each new bump in the number of officers is each 
cohort of officers from a year prior to 2000 that appear in waves with more than zero MoAS 
in our first month of data. For instance, the second bump is largely due to officers who 
commissioned almost two years before our first observed date, which means they entered 
the data with 20 MoAS. The decreases between each May represent the normal attrition of 
some officers during the year. The non-monotonic nature of this data does not prevent 
rigorous analysis. 



39 

 
Figure 1. Total Observations of Commissioned Officers from each Academy over Officer 

Careers 

a. Comparison Data 
In addition to our data on academy graduates, we selected a simple random sample of 

20% of all officers on active duty that did not come from USAFA, USMA, or USNA. This 
sample allows us to compare academy graduates to other officers, as discussed in section 
Error! Reference source not found.. We observe the same features for this sample as for 
the main analytic subset. Table 6 describes the sample in the same manner as Table 5. 

 
Table 6. Officers by Accession Source in 20% Comparison Sample 

Accession Source 
Total Officers in 20% 

Sample 
Largest Number of Officers 

in any MoAS 

Direct Appointment, Other 6,242 2,325 
Direct Appointment, Professional 16,449 8,496 

OCS, AOCS, OTS, or PLC 28,659 16,951 

Other184 8,822 3,782 

                                                 
184 The “Other” category is an aggregation of officers accessing from the U.S. Coast Guard Academy, U.S. 

Merchant Marine Academy, Air National Guard Academy of Military Sciences, Aviation Cadet 
Program, National Guard State OCS, Other Aviation Training Program, Direct Appointment Authority 
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Accession Source 
Total Officers in 20% 

Sample 
Largest Number of Officers 

in any MoAS 

ROTC-NROTC Non-Scholarship 19,383 9,742 
ROTC-NROTC Scholarship 25,339 14,667 

Note: AOCS = Aviation Officer Candidate School, OTS = Officer Training School, PLC = Marine Corps 
Platoon Leaders Course, NROTC = Navy Reserve Officers’ Training Corps 

b. Race and Sex 
As aforementioned, an officer’s race and sex can be associated with certain 

experiences at the Academies and after commissioning. Figures Figure 2 and Figure 3 show 
the distribution by MoAS for six demographic groups represented in the final month of our 
data, December 2020. The “Other” category represents all ethnic and sex groups not 
explicitly defined in the other groups. We combined all non-White women in the “Other” 
category as this group was too small to distinguish visually without aggregation. 

Figure 2 shows the share of White male officers on active duty in December 2020 
ranges from about 0.5 to more than 0.9 at greater MoAS, with most staying around 0.7. 
This increase in the proportion of White mean is mostly due to the diminishing proportion 
of women of all racial groups. Other women, in particular, have very small proportions 
after around 10 Years of Active Service (YoAS). This group has a much larger share (0.23) 
at 16.3 YoAS, while White men have the noticeable dip. Men of color consistently 
represent about 0.2 overall until about 20 YoAS, with Black males being the largest group. 
There is also a noticeable increase in the proportion of White males with less than one 
YoAS compared to subsequent years.  

                                                 
(Warrant Officer), Direct Appointment Authority (Commissioned Warrant Officer), Warrant Officer 
Aviation Training Program, or other categories not enumerated. 
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Figure 2. Distribution of Race and Sex Groups in December 2020 

 
Table 7. Race and Sex Distribution Maximum Values 

Demographic Group 

Largest Proportion of 
Remaining Active Duty 

Officers 
MoAS (YoAS) of Largest 

Proportion 

White Male 1.0 198 (16.5) 

Black Male 0.23 233 (19.4) 

Hispanic Male 0.23 201 (16.8) 

Other Male 0.11 41, 195, 208 (3.4, 16.3, 17.3) 

White Female 0.29 54 (4.5) 

Other Female 0.23 196 (16.3) 

 
Compared with officers from the academies, officers in the comparison sample are 

less White and less male overall. Although the largest proportions for all groups are all 
larger for the academy graduates (Table 7 versus Table 8), the trend for the groups shows 
a larger proportion for all groups other than White males. Most of this difference comes 
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from Other females, who consistently have a much larger proportion than officers from the 
Academies.  

 

 
Figure 3. Distribution of Race and Sex Groups in December 2020 in Comparison Sample 

 
Table 8. Race and Sex Distribution Maximum Values in Comparison Sample 

Demographic Group 

Largest Proportion of 
Remaining Active Duty 

Officers 
MoAS (YoAS) of Largest 

Proportion 

White Male 0.89 356 (19.7) 
Black Male 0.16 162 (13.5) 
Hispanic Male 0.12 170, 226 (14.2, 18.8) 
Other Male 0.09 206 (17.2) 
White Female 0.27 0 (0) 
Other Female 0.12 101 (8.4) 
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2. Retention 
Our 20.5 years of personnel data allow us to estimate retention by accession source 

over the entire military career. For each possible number of months served on active duty, 
we can observe the share of officers that served an additional month.185 For example, 
95.5% of USMA graduates we observe to have served 60 months served a 61st month. By 
taking the product of these shares up to a given month, we estimate the share of officers 
that would serve that many months. For example, if 99% of officers that served one month 
served a 2nd month, and 98% of officers that served two months served a third month, we 
can expect 97.02% of officers to serve at least three months.186 We use this method to 
estimate the share of officers remaining at each possible number of months in an active 
duty career. 

We caveat that the retention rates we compute are based on a shifting population of 
officers, as discussed above. The officers for whom we estimate early-career retention rates 
accessed later than the officers for whom we estimate late-career retention rates. This 
shifting is a natural consequence of the fixed time frame of our data. For example, the only 
officers we can observe having so far served 12 months must have accessed no earlier than 
January 1999. The only officers we can observe having so far served 252 months (21 years) 
must have accessed no later than June 1999. Therefore, the shares remaining on active duty 
we report should be interpreted as estimates based on a 20.5-year window of personnel 
records, not actual shares for a specific set of individuals. In particular, we are not able to 
calculate retention rates for any specific cohort over the entire potential military career. For 
the 2000 cohort we would only be able to observe retention up to 20.5 YoAS. For any more 
recent cohort the observed number of years is even shorter. For any less recent cohort we 
cannot observe retention in the years prior to 2000. However, by combining our 
observations across cohorts we can estimate retention rates over the entire potential 
military career. 

Figure 4 plots our estimates of shares of officers remaining on active duty by months 
served for each service academy. For graduates of each of the academies, retention exhibits 
four phases: 

• Zero to 60 months: 13% to 18% of graduates exit before the end of their ADSO 

• 60 to 240 months: 46% to 55% of graduates exit after fulfilling their ADSO but 
before becoming eligible for retirement  

                                                 
185 Because June 2020 is the most recent month in our data, we must exclude observations of officers in 

June 2020 from our calculation of the share serving an additional month. 
186 The retention rates in this example are unrealistically low for ease of exposition. 
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• 240 to 360 months: 23% to 29% of graduates retire before serving 30 years after 
serving for 20 years 

• 360 to 480 months: Between 1.7% and 3% of graduates serve 30 or more years, 
some of whom are required to retire upon completing 30 YoAS187 

Differences in retention across the service academies are greatest in the middle two 
phases, between five and 30 YoAS. Between five and 20 YoAS, retention is greatest among 
USAFA graduates and least among USMA graduates. This pattern changes between 20 
and 30 YoAS, where USNA graduates exhibit the highest retention and USAFA graduates 
exhibit the lowest retention. Up to six YoAS, all academies have a similar retention profile, 
with USAFA and USMA being the most similar; afterwards USNA and USMA graduates’ 
retention is more similar, although all academies have distinct patterns over this time 
period. 

 

 
Figure 4. Active Duty Career Retention of Academy Graduates, January 2000 through June 

2020 
 

                                                 
187 10 U.S. Code requires O-6s not recommended for promotion to retire upon completing 30 YoAS; 

Retirement for Years of Service: Regular Colonels and Navy Captains, 10 USC 634 (July 19, 2021), 
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title10-
section634&num=0&edition=prelim. 
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For each service academy, our estimate of the mean months served per graduate is the 
area under the corresponding curve in Figure 4. Table 9 reports those means. We estimate 
that USMA, USNA, and USAFA graduates serve for a mean of roughly 11.8, 13.1, and 
13.8 years on active duty, respectively. 

 
Table 9. Estimated Graduate Mean Months Served by Service Academy 

Service Academy 
Estimated Mean Months 

Served per Graduate 
Estimated Mean Years 
Served Per Graduate 

USAFA 165.1 13.8 
USMA 141.2 11.8 
USNA 157.2 13.1 

 
Recall that our estimates depend on the time frame of available data. The time frame 

we choose represents a tradeoff between the quantity and recency of data. Using different 
time frames will change our results to the extent that academy graduates’ retention behavior 
changed over time. To examine the sensitivity of our findings to the time frame, we repeat 
our analysis for time frames of January 2010 to June 2020, January 2015 to June 2020, and 
January 2019 to June 2020. Figures Figure 5, Figure 6, and Figure 7 plot shares remaining 
of academy graduates by months served in the same manner as Figure 4. 

 

 
Figure 5. Active Duty Career Retention of Academy Graduates, January 2010 through June 

2020 
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Figure 6. Active Duty Career Retention of Academy Graduates, January 2015 through June 

2020 
 

 
Figure 7. Active Duty Career Retention of Academy Graduates, January 2019 through June 

2020 
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Table 10 reports estimated mean months served per graduate for each service 
academy for each of the time frames we considered. Our estimates for shorter but more 
recent time frames indicate that our original estimates of mean months served are low, if 
anything. Retention was higher for graduates of each academy in the 2010s than in the 
2000s, and has remained higher in the most recent year of our data. 

 
Table 10. Estimated Graduate Mean Months Served by Time Frame 

Service Academy 2000-2020 2010-2020 2015-2020 2019-2020 

USAFA 165.1 178.2 182.9 178.2 
USMA 141.2 152.3 141.6 145.2 
USNA 157.2 165.7 165.2 171.1 

a. Explanation of Retention Differences Across Services 
As discussed in section 1.C.2, some careers, especially pilots, have longer ADSOs 

than other officers. More pilots graduate from USAFA and USNA than USMA, which may 
provide some explanation for why the survival curve for these service academies have a 
higher predicted probability than USMA until 20 YoAS. To interrogate this hypothesis, we 
investigated the survival probabilities for those officers that served in pilot occupation 
codes at some point in their career during our 20 years of data.  

In Figure 8, we show the estimated share of officers serving as pilots remaining on 
active duty over our full dataset. As expected, the share remaining on active duty is much 
higher for USAFA, in particular, than for the overall population of all graduates from 
USAFA in Figure 4. The mean YoAS that the average USAFA officer survives is three 
years longer for pilots than the population overall. Pilots in the Air Force have a six-year 
ADSO, while jet pilots have a 10-year ADSO, compared to the typical five years. For the 
other two service academies, the average survival is 2.1 years longer (13.9 YoAS versus 
11.8 for USMA) and 2.8 years longer (15.9 YoAS versus 13.1 for USNA). Pilots are 
included in our population, so all following sections discussing career quality include both 
pilots and officers in other careers.  
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Figure 8. Active Duty Career Retention of Academy Graduates Serving as Pilots, January 

2000 through June 2020 
 

Table 11. Estimated Graduate Mean Months Served by Service Academy Pilots 

Service Academy 
Estimated Mean Months 

Served per Graduate 
Estimated Mean Years 
Served Per Graduate 

USAFA 201.3 16.8 
USMA 167.4 13.9 
USNA 183.8 15.9 

b. Comparison to Other Accession Sources 
Using our comparison sample, we can investigate the retention rates of officers not 

coming from a service academy. We do so in Table 12. Compared with USMA, USNA, 
and USAFA mean service times of 11.8, 13.1, and 13.8 years, officers from other accession 
sources serve an average of between 11.7 and 13.2 years. However, the only accession type 
that has an average service time above 13 years is non-scholarship ROTC/NROTC. 
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Table 12. Estimated Graduate Mean Months Served in the 20% Comparison Sample 

Accession Source 
Estimated Mean Months 

Served per Officer 
Estimated Mean Years 

Served Per Officer 

Direct Appointment, Other 145.0 12.1 
Direct Appointment, Professional 139.8 11.7 
OCS, AOCS, OTS, or PLC 148.9 12.4 
Other 142.0 11.8 
ROTC-NROTC Non-Scholarship 157.9 13.2 
ROTC-NROTC Scholarship 150.9 12.6 

 
We examine survival curves by accession source in Figure 9. Graduates of the service 

academies remain longer on average in the first five years, showing the impact of the five-
year ADSO. From six to 15 YoAS, accessing from USMA results in the smallest survival 
probabilities, while accessing from USAFA results in the largest survival probabilities, and 
accessing from USNA is in the middle. After 15 YoAS, the DOD academies and 
ROTC/NROTC-accessed officers have the highest survival probabilities. After 20 YoAS, 
USAFA, USMA, and USNA graduates return to having the highest survival probabilities. 
In other words, graduates of these academies are most likely to stay through the first five 
years or after 20 years, but are sometimes more likely to leave than other officers during 
the crucial mid-career horizon of six to 20 years. ROTC/NROTC, in particular, are 
comparable or more likely to stay on active duty than academy graduates in many time 
horizons. 



50 

 
Figure 9. Survival Probabilities by Academies versus other Accession Sources 

3. Career Quality 
The benefits to the nation of an officer’s military career is not limited to the length of 

the time they serve. In this section, we examine many dimensions of career quality, 
including pay grade over time, days deployed, service as a commander currently or ever, 
service in special operations units, PME level, JPME level, and election to join the 
SELRES. For each dimension, we compute the distribution of outcomes over the careers 
of officers accessing from USAFA, USMA, and USNA. We use our results from the 
previous section on career duration to account for the outcome of leaving active duty. We 
then compare our results to analogous results for officers in the comparison subset.  

a. Promotion 
A service-member’s pay grade is an obvious indicator of success in a career. As is 

shown in Figure 10, the vast number of academy graduates progress over their careers at 
approximately the same points, with a small proportion being promoted earlier or later than 
their peers. Those officers that promote early are “Below the Zone,” those that promote at 
the regular time are “In the Zone,” while those that promote late are “Above the Zone.” 
While the specifics of this practice differ by service, 10 U.S. Code § 616 mandates that 
promotion boards may not allow “Below the Zone” to represent more than 10% of available 



51 

promotions unless this number is changed by the Secretary of Defense, who can only 
increase the maximum to 15%.188 A very small proportion of graduates also decide to enlist 
or become Warrant Officers.  

 

 
Figure 10. Pay Grade over Academy Graduate Careers 

 
Figure 11 clarifies the patterns in Figure 10 by plotting the distribution of pay grades 

for those that remain at each MoAS. At the end of the five-year ADSO, nearly every 
graduate has reached Officer Grade 3, a Captain (Army, Air Force, and Marine Corps) or 
Lieutenant (Navy), the highest company grade or junior grade, respectively. Nearly every 
graduate that remains on active duty for more than 10 years is promoted to O-4, a Major 
(Army, Air Force, and Marine Corps) or Lieutenant Commander (Navy). Officers who do 
not progress to O-5 generally must retire by 20 YoAS189, and the decision to remain is then 
determined by whether an officer can be promoted to higher grades. After 30 years, a high 
proportion of the academy graduates are Flag Officers, pay grades O-7 or higher. After 35 

                                                 
188 Recommendations for Promotion by Selection Boards, 10 USC 616, U.S. (July 19, 2021), 

https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title10-
section616&num=0&edition=prelim. 

189 Effect of Failure of Selection for Promotion: Captains and Majors of the Army, Air Force, and Marine 
Corps and Lieutenants and Lieutenant Commanders of the Navy, Pub. L. 10 USC 632 (July 19, 2021), 
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title10-
section632&num=0&edition=prelim. 
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years, however, the proportion of Flag Officers steadily decreases. Additional figures with 
proportions of officers being promoted, broken down by academy, are available in 
7.Appendix C. 

 

 
Figure 11. Pay Grade Distribution for Remaining Active Duty Officers 

 
We also illustrate the differences in pay grade scales between academy graduates in 

Figure 10 and non-academy graduates in Figure 12, which are overall quite small. 
Unsurprisingly, non-academy graduates have greater variation in promotion dates within 
year, as these other types of officers are more dissimilar to each other than the graduates 
of the three academies. This dissimilarity can also be seen in that the comparison sample 
includes officers in medical and legal occupations who begin their careers at a pay grade 
above O-1. Another notable difference is that academy graduates that remain are more 
likely to be promoted to O-3, but are also more likely to stay at O-4 and finish out their 
twenty years. The shape of the survival probability plot, and why the curve in Figure 12 is 
much smoother than the curve in Figure 10, is explained by Figure 9. In summary, academy 
graduates exhibit sharper retention “cliffs” at five, 20, and 30 YoAS than other officers. 
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Figure 12. Pay Grade in Comparison Sample over Officer Careers 

b. Command Selection 
For an officer, the opportunity to command others is another obvious indicator of 

success and trust. Figure 13 illustrates the proportion of academy graduates that have never 
commanded, are currently commanding, formerly commanded, or are unknown. A small 
group of academy graduates gain command around their tenth year, as can be more easily 
seen in Figure 14. By around year 25, approximately 22% of remaining officers are 
commanding at any given time. The percentage of commanding officers stays large until 
around 34 YoAS when the proportion of currently commanding academy graduates begins 
to decrease again. Within this 23 to 34-year time period, between 40% and 50% of all 
remaining officers have previously commanded. The jump in “Never Commanded” at five 
years appears to be an artifact of how the Services reported command status over officers’ 
careers. DMDC confirmed that we cannot be sure that “Unknown” is the same as “Never 
Commanded.” Additional figures with the distributions of command status for remaining 
officers, broken down by academy, are available in 7.Appendix C. 
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Figure 13. Command Status over Academy Graduate Career 

 
Figure 14. Command Status Distribution for Remaining Active Duty Officers 
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Table 13. Command Status Distribution Maximum Values 

Command Status 

Largest Proportion of 
Remaining Active Duty 

Officers 
MoAS (YoAS) of Largest 

Proportion 

Never Commanded 0.70 114 (9.5) 
Currently in Command 0.22 293 (24.2) 
Previously Commanded 0.51 374 (31.2) 
Unknown 0.67 13 (1.1) 

 
The differences between the command status distribution between academy graduates 

in Figure 14 and non-academy officers in Figure 15 is quite stark. At around 24 years, when 
about 22% of graduates are currently in command (Table 13), non-academy graduates 
reach about 17% in command. When we compare Table 13 and Table 14, academy 
graduates have a larger maximum proportion of both Previously Commanded (0.51 
compared to 0.32) and Currently in Command (0.22 compared to 0.19) categories. It is 
important to point out, however, that non-academy graduates also have a much higher 
proportion of Unknown overall, even if the maximum number is very similar.  

 
Figure 15. Command Status for Remaining Active Duty Officers in Comparison Sample 
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Table 14. Command Status Distribution Maximum Values for Comparison Sample 

Command Status 

Largest Proportion of 
Remaining Active Duty 

Officers 
MoAS (YoAS) of Largest 

Proportion 

Never Commanded 0.54 111 (0.8) 
Currently in Command 0.19 479 (39.9) 
Previously Commanded 0.32 408 (34.0) 
Unknown 0.68 9 (1.1) 

c. Selection to Senior Service Colleges 
PME and JPME are types of education available to both enlisted service members and 

officers. For promotion, both officers and non-commissioned officers must oftentimes be 
selected for and then complete specific PME courses tied to their current or future pay 
grade. JPME is a specific type of PME that teaches cooperation between two or more 
services, created in part by the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The rules that govern these types of 
education are outlined in Officer Professional Military Education Policy, first created in 
2005 and last updated on May 15, 2020.190 Completion of courses from PME or JPME 
shows success in an officer’s career, as well as the desire to learn and improve in their 
leadership and skills. Additional figures with the distributions of PME and JPME levels for 
remaining officers, broken down by academy, are available in 7.Appendix C. 

1) PME  
The majority of academy graduates participate in some type of PME before the end 

of their ADSO. As can be seen in Figure 16, at 59 months, about 54% of remaining 
academy graduates have participated in PME, the vast majority of them at the level of 
Initial Skill School. Between five and 10 YoAS, the proportion of remaining academy 
graduates having participated in PME rapidly increases from about half to about 80%, with 
most graduates at the level of Skill Progression School. After 10 years, officers begin to 
earn selection to Intermediate and Senior Service School at high rates, with almost 60% of 
remaining officers in Senior Service School by 36 years (Table 15). 

 

                                                 
190 Joint Chiefs of Staff, “Officer Professional Military Education Policy,” CJCSI 1800.01F (Washington, 

DC: JCS, May 2020), https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Doctrine 
/education/cjcsi_1800_01f.pdf?ver=2020-05-15-102430-580. 

https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Doctrine
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Figure 16. PME Level Distribution for Remaining Active Duty Officers 

 
Table 15. PME Level Distribution Maximum Values 

PME Level 

Largest Proportion of 
Remaining Active Duty 

Officers 
MoAS (YoAS) of Largest 

Proportion 

Initial Skill School 0.43 41 (3.4) 
Skill Progression School 0.68 122 (10.2) 
Intermediate Service School 0.34 199 (16.6) 
Senior Service School 0.59 437 (36.4) 
Unknown 0.90 0 (0.0) 

 
Like command status, the results in Figure 16 are quite different than Figure 17. From 

five through about 25 YoAS, about 45% of remaining officers from non-academy 
commissioning sources have participated in PME courses, which is vastly different than 
academy graduates, who reach this percentage before five years and then continue to 
always increase until after 35 YoAS. Additionally, although the maximum proportions are 
similar for Initial Skill School (0.43 versus 0.45) and Intermediate Service School (0.34 
versus 0.37), according to Tables Table 15 and Table 16, the maximum proportions for 
Skill Progression School and Senior Service School are much higher for academy 
graduates than non-academy officers (0.68 versus 0.59 and 0.59 versus 0.41, respectively). 
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Figure 17. PME Level Distribution for Remaining Active Duty Officers in Comparison 

Sample 
 

Table 16. PME Level Distribution Maximum Values in Comparison Sample 

PME Level 

Largest Proportion of 
Remaining Active Duty 

Officers 
MoAS (YoAS) of Largest 

Proportion 

Initial Skill School 0.45 37 (3.1) 
Skill Progression School 0.59 114 (9.5) 
Intermediate Service School 0.37 242 (20.2) 
Senior Service School 0.41 426 (35.5) 
Unknown 0.88 1 (0.1) 

2) JPME 
Officers graduating from the academies do not enroll in JPME courses until around 

nine YoAS, but do not reach a majority enrolled until after 15 YoAS, as can be seen in 
Figure 18. Academy graduates remain between 50% and 60% at the Initial JPME level 
from 15 to approximately 28 YoAS. Officers begin to attend Advanced courses at around 
20 YoAS, peaking at 18% around 36 years, according to Table 17. Overall JPME 
qualification in our data peaks at about 75% around 25 YoAS. 
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Figure 18. JPME Level Distribution for Remaining Active Duty Officers 

 
Table 17. JPME Level Distribution Maximum Values 

JPME Level 

Largest Proportion of 
Remaining Active Duty 

Officers 
MoAS (YoAS) of Largest 

Proportion 

Initial 0.60 292 (24.3) 
Advanced 0.18 122 (36.2) 
Unknown 1.0 8 (0.67) 

 
Like PME level, the distribution for JPME level for the comparison sample shows 

that proportionally less officers attend JPME courses if they did not graduate from an 
academy. Officers in the comparison sample do start attending JPME courses earlier, even 
within the first YoAS, although this is a very small proportion. Overall, the slope of the 
increase in the proportion of officers attending these courses is much less steep than that 
of officers from the academies. The proportion of “Unknown” is much higher overall, 
much like the PME results. Although the peak proportion of Advanced JPME for the 
comparison officers is similar (0.18 versus 0.16) according to Tables Table 17 and Table 
18, officers from the academies have a much higher maximum proportion attending Initial 
JPME (0.60 versus 0.53). Overall, officers graduating from the academies are more likely 
to be selected for and attend PME or JPME courses if they remain on active duty.  
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Figure 19. JPME Level Distribution for Remaining Active Duty Officers in Comparison 

Sample 
 

Table 18. JPME Level Distribution Maximum Values in Comparison Sample 

JPME Level 

Largest Proportion of 
Remaining Active Duty 

Officers 
MoAS (YoAS) of Largest 

Proportion 

Initial 0.53 291 (24.3) 
Advanced 0.16 464 (38.7) 
Unknown 1.0 2 (0.2) 

 

3) Election to Join the Selected Reserve 
The continuation of a career with the military through the Selected Reserve after 

leaving active duty service shows that an officer continues to have dedication to service. 
The SELRES is the first reserve group in the reserves activated. Therefore, we investigate 
entrance into the SELRES as an element of career success. Figure 20 shows the proportion 
of officers leaving active duty at a certain MoAS that join or do not join the SELRES. It is 
important to note that, although we can observe a service-member entering the reserves, 
our data regarding the type of reserve service is only populated after May 2012. Thus, 
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anyone who left active duty and entered the reserves before 2013 are marked as 
“Unknown.” Due to this, we have truncated the figures at 20 YoAS, as basically all 
information about SELRES status is unknown after this point. 

For officers that accessed through the academies, our populated data shows that until 
around seven YoAS, less than 30% of officers join the SELRES at the end of their active 
duty service. This proportion continues to increase overall, meaning that more MoAS 
before leaving the active duty correlates with more people joining the SELRES. This 
proportion peaks at 12.4 YoAS, where 77% of officers join the SELRES. After 16 YoAS, 
we can detect SELRES status less as the “Unknown” category begins to encompass larger 
proportions. 

 
Figure 20. Election to the Selected Reserve at the end of Active Duty Service 

 
Table 19. Election to the Selected Reserve Maximum Values 

Election to the Selected 
Reserve 

Largest Proportion of 
Officers Leaving at that 

MoAS 
MoAS (YoAS) of Largest 

Proportion 

Selective Reserve 0.77 149 (12.4) 
Never in the Selected Reserve 0.88 0 (0.0) 
Unknown 0.99 238 (19.8) 
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In the comparison sample, we have higher proportions of officers that left after 2013 
with smaller total YoAS, which is why exit before 10 YoAS has smaller proportions of 
“Unknown” than those officers that graduated from the academies. Even though we can 
know the SELRES status for a greater share of officers from the comparison sample as a 
result, this confirms that officers not accessing from an academy are much less likely to 
join the SELRES after leaving active duty. The highest proportion for joining the SELRES 
at any exit time period is 53%, which occurs at 0 MoAS. Overall, the proportion of officers 
we know joined the SELRES hovers between about 15 and 40%, with the average being 
around 20%.  

 
Figure 21. Election to the Selected Reserve at the end of Active Duty Service in 

Comparison Sample 
 

Table 20. Election to the Selected Reserve Maximum Values in Comparison Sample 

Election to the Selected 
Reserve 

Largest Proportion of 
Officers Leaving at that 

MoAS 
MoAS (YoAS) of Largest 

Proportion 

Selective Reserve 0.53 0 (0) 
Never in the Selected Reserve 0.66 46 (3.8) 
Unknown 0.97 239 (19.9) 
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d. Time Spent Deployed 
Like the other measures of career quality discussed here, deployment is a measure of 

the trust the service has in an officer. Deployment can also lead to faster advancement in 
promotion status, for instance. Officers that graduate from the academies are very unlikely 
to deploy before 40 MoAS, which represents a small peak in deployment of 17%. This rate 
stays fairly steady, slightly decreasing to around 12% until 30 YoAS, where the proportion 
increases to 20%. This rate then slowly increases over time, peaking at 33% at almost 40 
YoAS. It is important to note that our deployment data, based on the deployment files from 
DMDC, counts a different duty station from a flag officer’s normal assignment as a 
deployment. We believe this accounts for the increases in the proportion of deployed 
officers after 30 YoAS. 

 

 
Figure 22. Deployment Status Distribution for Remaining Active Duty Officers 

 
Table 21. Deployment Status Distribution Maximum Values  

Deployment Status 

Largest Proportion of 
Remaining Active Duty 

Officers 
MoAS (YoAS) of Largest 

Proportion 

Deployed 0.33 469 (39.9) 
Not Deployed 1.0 0 (0) 
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The comparison sample has a similar-looking distribution to officers from the 
academies, but we can see that at all points in the careers of the comparison officers, a 
smaller proportion is deployed. The increase in deployment in the first few years also 
happens in the comparison sample, but the peak is lower (13.5% at 38 MoAS). The steady 
period until around 30 YoAS hovers around 9% deployed. The deployments for flag 
officers are also much less for the comparison officers, with the max deployed proportion 
being 23% at 463 MoAS compared to 33% at 469 MoAS. Even beyond the smaller 
maximum proportion, the proportion of officers deployed after 30 YoAS for graduates of 
the academies is much larger over the whole period from 30 to 40 YoAS.  

 

 
Figure 23. Deployment Status Distribution for Remaining Active Duty Officers in 

Comparison Sample 
 

Table 22. Deployment Status Distribution Maximum Values in Comparison Sample 

Deployment Status 

Largest Proportion of 
Officers Leaving at that 

MoAS 
MoAS (YoAS) of Largest 

Proportion 

Deployed 0.23 463 (38.6) 
Not Deployed 1.0 0 (0) 
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B. Contributions to the Nation Beyond Military Service 
While excellence in military service is necessarily a key aspect of the importance of 

the military academies, graduates also contribute in impactful ways in many private and 
public sectors. Notable alumni of the academies have aided through leadership and 
innovation to public service, international relations, business, academia and education, and 
charity, to name a few. Throughout this section, we will highlight some notable alumni, 
but we recognize we cannot discuss all of the significant accomplishments completed by 
graduates. We pick examples with an eye toward recency, using information from the 
alumni pages on the academy websites along with data provided to us by the West Point 
Association of graduates. 

The academy websites show that many alumni pursue jobs in the public sector, with 
positions ranging from mayors, directors of government agencies, cabinet members, and 
members of Congress, to even the presidency. An USAFA graduate, Chuck Reed, Class of 
1970, served as the Mayor of San Jose, California, from 2007 to 2014.191 USAFA has had 
two elected members of Congress, Heather Wilson, Class of 1982, and Martha McSally, 
Class of 1988.192 USMA also has notable public servants, including Barry R. McCaffrey, 
Class of 1964, the former Director of the Office of National Drug Control Policy John 
Block, Class of 1957, former Secretary of Agriculture; Mike Pompeo, Class of 1986, 
former representative of Kansas’ 4th District, CIA Director and Secretary of State; and 
Mark Esper, former Secretary of the Army and Secretary of Defense.193 USNA’s Anthony 
Principi, Class of 1967, served as the Secretary of Veteran’s Affairs under the Bush 
Administration from 2000 to 2005.194 USNA has also had 26 graduates become members 
of Congress, including as recently as 2019, when Representative Elaine Luria, Class of 
1997, was elected to Virginia’s 2nd District and Representative Mikie Sherrill, Class of 
1994, was elected to New Jersey’s 11th District.195 Dennis C. Blair, Class of 1968 and a 
Rhodes Scholar, served as the president of the Institute for Defense Analyses and the third 
Director of National Intelligence before becoming the Knott Professor of Practice at the 
University of North Carolina.196 President Jimmy Carter also graduated from USNA in the 
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Class of 1947. He was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2002, earning the second Nobel 
Prize for the academy.197 

The academies also admit and train a select number of international students from 
partner nations, encouraging strong alliances for the United States. These graduates then 
return to their home nations and often become leaders in their militaries and governments. 
This education is especially exemplified through the International Cadet program at 
USMA. Antonio Barrios, Class of 1889, was West Point’s first graduate of this program. 
He eventually became the minister of public works in Guatemala.198 Fidel V. Ramos, Class 
of 1950, worked his way through the military and government of the Philippines and 
eventually became the President of the Republic of the Philippines from 1992 through 
1998.199 The data supplied by the West Point Association of Graduates shows that USMA’s 
International Cadets have also served, and currently serve, in the militaries and 
governments of countries such as Guatemala, the Philippines, Slovenia, Turkey, the 
Republic of Korea, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, Cameroon, Taiwan, Paraguay, the 
Czech Republic, Nigeria, Colombia, Venezuela, Cambodia, Romania, and Zimbabwe.  

Graduates from the academies have also made significant impacts in the business 
world, including founding, running, and leading many large corporations. Some recent 
graduates of USMA include Anthony Noto, Class of 1991, the Chief Financial Officer 
(CFO) of Twitter; Joe DePinto, Class of 1986, the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of 7-
Eleven; Alex Gorsky, Class of 1986, the CEO of Johnson & Johnson; and James V. Jimsey, 
Class of 1962, the founder and chairman of American On Line (AOL) and founder of the 
Kimsey Foundation.200 Graduates from the Air Force Academy include Scott Kirby, Class 
of 1989, President of United Airlines; Linda Cubero, Class of 1980, the first Hispanic 
woman to graduate from the academy and a businesswoman named in the “100 Most 
Influential Hispanics” by Hispanic Business Magazine; Dave Yost, Class of 1969, former 
CEO of AmerisouceBergen and ranked in the top 100 CEOs in the world; and Harry Pearce, 
Class of 1964, former Vice Chairman and former director of General Motors Corporation 
and former director of Hughes Electronics Corporation.201 USNA, likewise, has influential 
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alumni in this sphere. John Geisse, Class of 1941, was the founder of Target Stores.202 
Steve Reinemund, Class of 1970, graduated from the Academy and then served as the 
chairman and CEO of PepsiCo from 2001 to 2006 before becoming the dean of the Schools 
of Business at Wake Forest University, eventually becoming a Senior Advisor in 2014. He 
also sits on many influential boards, including Walmart, Chick-fil-a, and the Naval 
Academy Foundation, to name a few.203  

Mr. Reinemund is also not alone in leading a department in a university. Many 
academy graduates have gone on to teach at, lead in, or head universities. Heather Wilson, 
USAFA Class of 1982, former Congresswoman, and former Secretary of the United States 
Air Force, is the current president of the University of Texas at El Paso.204 Chris Howard, 
USAFA Class of 1991, distinguished college football athlete, and Rhodes Scholar, is the 
president of Robert Morris University.205 Ronald K. Machtley, USNA Class of 1970 and a 
former member of the US House of Representatives, is also the former president of Bryant 
University.206  

The data provided by the West Point Association of Graduates provides a more in-
depth picture of the manner in which graduates can be impactful in academia and 
education. The graduates listed include a few presidents of universities, but also include 
vice presidents, deans, directors, and chairs. Graduates also lead by educating the next 
generation, both in universities, colleges, and lower schools, through being professors, 
lecturers, instructors, coaches, and teachers. These graduates are employed in numerous 
fields, from science to art to history.  

Graduates are also researchers. Most famously, Albert A., Michelson, USNA Class 
of 1873, earned the Nobel Prize in Physics in 1907, making him the first American to earn 
a Nobel Prize in the sciences.207 The West Point Association of Graduates data shows many 

                                                 
202 “J. F. Geisse, 71, Who Founded Discount Stores,” The New York Times, February 27, 1992, 

https://www.nytimes.com/1992/02/27/us/j-f-geisse-71-who-founded-discount-stores.html. 
203 “Steve Reinemund - Senior Advisor,” G100 website, accessed June 11, 2021, 

https://g100network.com/team/steve-reinemund. 
204 “President’s Biography,” University of Texas at El Paso website, accessed June 11, 2021, 

https://www.utep.edu/about/presidents-bio.html. 
205 “Dr. Howard’s Biography,” Robert Morris University website, accessed June 11, 2021, 

https://www.rmu.edu/about/president/bio. 
206 Bryant University Staff Writer, “Bryant University President Ronald K. Machtley Steps down After 24 

Years, Leaving a Transformed Institution as His Legacy,” Bryant University, June 25, 2020, 
https://news.bryant.edu/bryant-university-president-ronald-k-machtley-steps-down-after-24-years-
leaving-transformed. 

207 Isaac Asimov, “A.A. Michelson: American Scientist,” Encyclopedia Britannica, May 5, 2021, 
https://www.britannica.com/biography/A-A-Michelson. 



68 

researchers and scientists in fields such as data science, engineering, and robotics. Many 
of these scientists hold senior positions in their respective fields.  

Academy graduates have also significantly contributed to charity work by running 
charitable organizations, founding major non-profits, and giving back to their own 
communities. The Air Force Academy particularly highlights charity on their alumni 
websites. An example is Richard “Dick” Schlosberg, III, Class of 1965, the former 
Publisher and CEO of the Los Angeles Times, who was the former CEO of the David and 
Lucile Packard Foundation, a foundation that contributes billions of dollars to non-profit 
organizations, and the former chair of the board at the Kaiser Family Foundation.208  

Beyond just the biggest charitable organizations, the Air Force Academy particularly 
highlights alumni that participate in charity and service, both through corporations and 
individually on their website. Some of the recent stories include that of Brigadier General 
(Ret.) Bob Ranck, Class of 1982, president and CEO of Orbis International, a non-profit 
that flies into countries to perform free eye care for communities in need. As of the time of 
the story, Orbis International has flown to 22 different countries.209 Another USAFA 
graduate, Kristine Marlow, Class of 1992, is the president and CEO of the Montgomery 
County Food Bank in Texas.210 Other graduate stories include that of Sal Speziale, Class 
of 1978, the owner of an Italian Restaurant called Cioa Osteria, who has donated over 7,000 
meals to first-responders in the COVID-19 pandemic; and Diann Boyle, Class of 1983, 
who volunteered with the Siyafunda Endangered Species Project and Wildlife 
Conservation in South Africa.211  

C. Contributions to the Prestige of the Academies 
The Service Academies are for the most part held in high regard by the public, media, 

and their peers. Factors this report will discuss regarding the prestige of the academies 
include their admissions selectivity, the quality of faculty, how they compare to other 
colleges and universities, and how they are viewed in the press. This section will also touch 
on how the academies draw in and connect to the public, how they interact with the 
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Nation’s lawmakers to determine the best way to develop young officers, and the success 
of academy graduates when they complete their military service and begin contributing to 
civilian employment. 

1. Student-Faculty Ratio and Service Academy Selectivity 
As discussed in chapter 2, small class sizes and frequent interaction with faculty are 

associated with many positive impacts for students. The academies have unusually small 
class sizes compared to other prestigious institutions as well as other colleges their size.212 
As of 2019, both USMA and USAFA have a student-to-faculty ratio of 7:1, and USNA is 
8:1. Historical data indicates the ratio has not exceeded 10:1 for any of the service 
academies since 2009.213 

Another commonly used indicator of an institution’s quality is a large number of 
applicants, allowing the school to select students with the greatest ability. Figure 24 shows 
the academies receive numerous applications each year, with USNA consistently receiving 
the most (this may be a reflection of USNA ranking high among other higher education 
institutions across the country as discussed in the next section). Figure 24 also shows the 
difference in number of applicants between academies has grown over time. The lighter 
lines indicating male applicants, show all the academies are attracting more males than 
females, but the male majority has gone down from an average of 78% in 2009 to an 
average of 71% in 2019. In recent years, the largest proportion of women (~31%) are 
applying to USAFA, but the difference between academies is slight. 
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Figure 24. Number of Applicants to the Service Academies, 2002-2019214 

 
Attendance at a highly selective college that accepts only a small percentage of 

applicants is associated with higher college graduation rates215 and greater career success 
as measured by earnings.216 Though the data suggests these positive relationships are more 
likely due to the high student quality that selective schools are able to obtain.217 College 
selectivity also positively predicts job performance and promotion for Naval officers.218 
All three academies were in the top 35 colleges with the lowest acceptance rates of 2021.219 
As depicted in Figure 25, all three service academies offer admission to only a small 
fraction of the students who apply and have grown more selective over the past 20 years, 
accepting an average of 14% in 2009 and 10% in 2019. As expected by the number of 
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applicants to each academy, USNA has consistently offered admission to the smallest 
number of applicants while USAFA is the least selective and most variable. USNA has the 
best record for admitting women, often admitting a slightly higher proportion of female 
applicants than males, while USMA has consistently admitted a slightly lower proportion 
of female applicants than male applicants (See 7.Appendix B). 

 

 
Figure 25. Percentage of Applicants Admitted at the Service Academies 2002-2019220 

 
USAFA (1st), USMA (2nd), and USNA (3rd) also have the highest enrollment rates 

(percentage of students who were admitted that go on to attend) of any college in the nation 
as of 2021.221 One influencing factor is likely the free tuition the academies offer. Research 
shows lower tuition costs and greater financial aid leads to higher enrollment in private and 
public schools.222 Enrollment is also positively influenced by ranking in the top 25 of the 
U.S. News chart,223 but being ranked as a party school, or success in Division I athletics 
are not significant predictors.224 Figure 26 shows all three academies have had high 
enrollment rates, but the Air Force has much greater variability than the others, just as it 
did with admission rate. Their enrollment rate is often the lowest of the three, but has hit 
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100% twice in the past 20 years. Women often enroll at lower rates than men at all three 
academies (See 7.Appendix B), which suggest that the academies need to continue to 
improve their reputations for being accepting and giving equal treatment to female 
students. 

 

 
Figure 26. Percentage of Admitted Applicants who Enrolled at the Service Academies 

2002-2019225 

2. Academic Standing 
The value of college rankings to the students making their selections is a subject for 

debate, but a high rank is cause for much celebration and publicity for the featured 
institutions. Rankings influence students’ and parents’ decisions, colleges’ ability to be 
selective, and the amount of tuition they can charge.226 A high U.S. News & World Report 
(USNWR) rank positively predicts greater numbers of applications since 1995, when 
USNWR started making ranking more explicit by listing schools in rank-order rather than 
alphabetically.227 In 1999, a study of the top 30 USNWR ranked private universities and 
colleges indicated a drop in position is associated with a significant increase in admission 
rate, decrease in students accepting, and decrease in average SAT scores. There was no 
decrease in stated tuition, but schools dropping in position increased access to student loans 
and work study, and increased grants and financial aid, effectively lowering tuition without 

                                                 
225 National Center for Education Statistics, “Integrated postsecondary Education.” 
226 Luke Myers, and Jonathan Robe, College Rankings: History, Criticism and Reform (Washington D.C.: 

Center for College Affordability and Productivity (NJ1) 2009), https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED536277. 
227 Michael Luca, and Jonathan Smith, “Salience in Quality Disclosure: Evidence from the US News 

College Rankings,” Journal of Economics & Management Strategy 22, no. 1 (March 2013): 58-77, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/jems.12003. 

65%
70%
75%
80%
85%
90%
95%

100%
105%

200220032004200520062007200820092010201120122013201420152016201720182019

Military Academy Percent Admitted who Enrolled

Naval Academy Percent Admitted who Enrolled

Air Force Academy Percent Admitted who Enrolled



73 

suggesting a drop in quality to students.228 A more recent assessment of both public and 
private schools indicated similar results for acceptance rates and student ability, but when 
comparing public and private schools, results were only significant for public schools.229 
Results for SAT scores were contrary and may reflect a change in practice over time. 
Because of the significant impact ratings have, colleges have been known to make changes 
to administrative processes that have nothing to do with education quality to get ahead in 
the rankings.230 In the later assessment, SAT scores went up with rank for public schools, 
but went up as rank decreased at private schools. Researchers speculated private schools 
are better able to adjust tuition (through grants and scholarships) to increase student ability 
when they were down in the rankings.231  

Each ranking system is governed by a different methodology that is so precise, small 
changes can have greater effects on a school’s rating than an actual change in institution 
quality.232 College ranking is intended to help prospective students make decisions, but it 
is important to look carefully at the actual measures used to rank each school. An 
assessment focused on known positive learning practices determined after controlling for 
student demographics and ability, high overall USNWR ratings (top schools) were 
negatively associated with cooperative learning and faculty interaction. Only sub-ratings 
of faculty or financial resources positively predict being academically challenging, quality 
teaching, diversity experience, and faculty interaction.233 U.S. News and World Report 
rankings are the most popular, but Forbes rankings are more focused on student outcomes 
and do not incentivize institutions to overspend per student for a higher rank.234 U.S. News 
has been criticized for its weighting system which favors wealth, reputation, and 
selectivity.235 On the other hand, the results indicate Forbes tends to rank private schools 
more highly than public schools. There were only 14 public schools in the top 100 in 2015. 
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Methodology changes that year deepened the private school favoritism, increasing the 
weight for student debt and decreasing the weight for academic awards, which caused the 
average rating of public schools to drop by 14 places.236 The problem with outcomes-based 
ranking is the time lag between student graduation and eventual professional success.237 
Other measures such as Washington Monthly favor low tuition and contributions to the 
public good.238 However, this ranking system does not include the military service 
academies.239 One alternative ranking method that has been suggested is using web-based 
technology to personalize college rankings so an individual can select and prioritize a range 
of factors to rank schools that fit their needs.240 USNWR now offers this kind of service 
for a fee.241  

Over the years USNWR has made small changes to their methodology many times, 
which explains some volatility in individual school ratings that has nothing to do with 
changes at the school.242 Figure 27 shows the service academies have ranked highly over 
time and have a slightly upward trajectory overall. Currently, USNWR assesses 15,000 
schools using 17 measures and school reported data. The weighted score is 40% outcomes 
(graduation, retention, Pell grant successes, student indebtedness), 20% faculty resources 
(salary, class size), 20% expert opinion (college administrators rate other institutions they 
are familiar with), 10% financial resources (spending per student), 7% student excellence 
(student class standing and test scores), and 3% for alumni giving.243 USMA creates their 
own annual report to assess their place in the major ratings systems and how they compare 
to their fellow service academies because they acknowledge the ratings are a driving factor 
in students’ decisions to apply.244  
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Note: None of the academies were ranked the first year. The Air Force Academy did not place until 2012. 

Figure 27. U.S. News & World Report National Liberal Arts Colleges Rankings245 
 

Table 23. U.S. News & World Report 2021 Academy Rankings246 

Institution Military Academy Naval Academy Air Force Academy 

National Liberal Arts Colleges 15 (tie) 6 (tie) 28 (tie) 
Best Undergrad Teaching 43 (tie) 43 (tie) 43 (tie) 
Most Innovative Schools - - 29 (tie) 
Top Public Schools 2 1 3 
Business Programs - - 67 (tie) 
Computer Science 71 (tie) 71 (tie) 87 (tie) 
First-Year Experiences - - 63 (tie) 

 
For 2021, Table 23. U.S. News & World Report 2021 Academy Rankings indicates 

USNA is the most highly rated overall, but does not place in some relevant sub-categories 
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where USAFA does. USNA and USAFA are also currently outperforming USMA in 
selectivity of students (test scores, class standing) and financial resources.247 

Given the focus of this report, the Forbes rating system may be a better indicator of 
the service academies’ value. Forbes evaluates 650 colleges and universities with an 
emphasis on return-on-investment, academic quality, and career success post-
graduation.248 Ratings are based on six categories: 

• 20% for graduate salary,  

• 20% student satisfaction,  

• 20% student debt,  

• 15% alumni that are leaders in their industry or public service,  

• 12.5% graduation rate, and  

• 12.5% for academic success measured by scholarship and fellowship awards.249  

Forbes ‘Top Colleges’ ranking evaluates universities and liberal arts colleges together, 
while USNWR ranks them separately, so a Forbes ranking for a school would often be a 
larger number than a USNWR rank.250 Figure 28 indicates the service academies rank 
highly in the Forbes rating system as well (this ranking includes public and private 
colleges). USMA was ranked #1 in 2009 and excelled with a high graduation rate, 
numerous academic scholars, small class sizes, and no student debt.251 However, the 
academies have gone down in rank over time. Like with USNWR, Forbes methodology 
changes probably explain some of the variability. For example, in 2011 Forbes rankings 
were based on five general categories:  

• Graduate salary and prominence (30%),  

• Student satisfaction (27.5%),  

• Student debt (17.5%),  

• Graduation rate (17.5%) and  
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• Academic success (7.5%).  

The leadership and salary categories were combined.252 In 2008, only prominence was 
considered, graduate salary was not included at all, and the categories were weighted 
differently.253 Among public schools, the three military service academies have 
consistently ranked in the top 10 since 2008, and are frequently all in the top five schools.254  
For 2019 (the most recent year Forbes released its ratings), Table 24 indicates USNA is the 
most highly rated overall in the Forbes ranking categories, but all three academies 
performed well.255 
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Figure 28. Forbes America's Best Colleges List256 

 
Table 24. Forbes 2019 Academy Rankings257 

Institution 
Military 

Academy 
Naval 

Academy 
Air Force 
Academy 

Top Colleges 2019 #32 #24 #43 
In Public Colleges #4 #3 #7 
In Liberal Arts Universities #9 #4 #14 
In the Region #17 #13 #9 

 
Princeton Review bases its ratings entirely on student report. They survey an average 

of 370 students each at 386 schools to rank the top 20 schools in 62 categories, many of 
which are dichotomous to each other (e.g. Best College Dorms, Is That a Dorm?). 

Categories cover academics, extracurricular activities, and students’ social lives. 258 No 
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source of historical Princeton Review rankings was identified, but Table 25 includes some 
of the most relevant categories the academies placed in for 2020. The table shows student 
reports highly favor USMA, which ranks in the top 20 in many of the positive categories. 
The other two service academies only rank in a few categories. Two categories none of the 
service academies ranked in are “happiest students” and “quality of life,” but this could be 
because of how challenging the academies are known to be.  

 
Table 25. Princeton Review 2020 Academy Rankings259 

Criteria 
Military 

Academy 
Naval 

Academy 
Air Force 
Academy 

Best Classroom Experience #2 - - 
Students Study the Most #8 - - 
Professors Get High Marks #12 - - 
Most Accessible Professors #1 - #20 
Best Science Lab Facilities #2 #3 #13 
Their Students Love These 
Colleges #17 - - 

Lots of Race/Class Interaction #2 #9 #5 
Most Engaged in Community 
Service #8 - - 

 
The college rankings by any system suggest the service academies are amongst the 

best colleges in the nation. They are prestigious amongst college administrators, very 
selective, have positive outcomes for students, and are rated highly by students. 

3. Faculty Intellect and Productivity 
Currently, approximately 71% of the USMA faculty is military and 29% is civilian. 

Civilian faculty are split between junior and senior professors, but 91% of civilian faculty 
have Ph.Ds. Only a small number of military faculty are Ph.D.-holding senior instructors 
(15% of faculty).260 Most military faculty are junior rotating instructors (56% of total 
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faculty).261 They serve three year terms262 and usually have a Master’s degree.263 Most 
classes at USMA are taught by faculty who do not have Ph.Ds., but have obtained Masters 
degrees from top universities in the country.264 Senior faculty provide expertise, course 
continuity, and guidance for the junior faculty. The mix of USMA faculty is regarded as 
mission essential.265 USMA regards the junior rotating military faculty as students as well 
as instructors; assignment as an instructor at the academy is intended to develop the young 
officers’ communication skills, ability to lead, and ability to take on senior level positions 
later in their careers.266 Junior military faculty have recent Army experience, are familiar 
with new ideas and research, and serve as role-models to cadets. Military faculty provide 
military experience and culture, and civilian faculty provide good teaching practices. 
Faculty learn from each other and their combined skills are intended to provide the best 
learning environment for cadets.267 

The USNA faculty is approximately half military and half civilian. Most of the 
military faculty complete two- or three-year assignments, which is intended to 
continuously infuse new ideas and a working knowledge of current operational 
experiences. The rest of the military faculty tends to have Ph.Ds. and teach for an average 
of 10 years. Civilian faculty also usually have doctorates and are promoted based on their 
teaching quality and research accomplishments as they would be at a civilian institution.268 
USAFA has a military/civilian faculty mix comparable to USMA, 71% military and 29% 
civilian, however, the civilian portion is sometimes closer to 40% because the academy 
struggles to find enough military officers that are available for assignment and have the 
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appropriate qualifications and advanced degrees. Only a third of the military faculty have 
doctoral degrees while nearly 90% of the civilian faculty have terminal degrees.269 

USMA and USNA also struggle to field the desired number of military officers with 
terminal degrees.270 Until Congress changed the requirements in 1993, nearly all of the 
faculty at USMA and USAFA were military, which some officials, including accrediting 
bodies, took issue with.271 At USMA, the military faculty are Army leaders who are used 
to being responsible for the success of their unit and therefore take their student’s academic 
success very seriously. They are also operating on a system of annual review that 
determines their future selection for command or additional education. However, military 
faculty may be as much or more focused on teaching the “military profession” rather than 
the subject of their classes.272 Arguments that were made for increasing the civilian faculty 
included presenting academy students with a broader, non-military viewpoint on issues of 
the day and making students feel less inhibited in class. Arguments against increasing 
civilian faculty were military faculty are more dedicated and available to students, students 
have personal access to civilian norms and do not need to learn them from instructors, 
increased civilian presence could degrade military atmosphere, and military officers 
provide vital role models.273  

Others believe the mandate to increase the proportion of civilian faculty at the 
academies was primarily a strategy for reducing costs rather than improving teaching 
quality or a diversity of ideas.274 An analysis of the USAFA faculty conducted in 2013 
concluded that even if an Air Force officer obtained their Master’s degree at their own 
expense, they were more expensive than most civilian faculty with a doctorate. If an officer 
had a graduate degree funded by the Air Force, they were more expensive than civilian 
faculty at the highest rank (a full-professor). The analysis also found that officers who 
completed faculty tours missed out on other operational and command opportunities and 
were less likely to be promoted. Researchers concluded that increasing the civilian faculty 
would solve many problems the academy and Air Force were experiencing and the only 
risk was the possible impact of fewer military mentors and role models for students.275 
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Increasing civilian staff with doctoral degrees could reduce investment costs at the 
academies while simultaneously boosting prestige as it relates to intellectual talent of the 
faculty. 

Some costs at the academies are vital to keeping up the prestige and quality of the 
education. A review of the literature in higher education indicates good instructional 
quality is strongly associated with higher institutional costs, but there are no studies that 
have analyzed the relationship between instructional quality and institutional revenue. The 
research that does exist suggests that good faculty quality increases retention which saves 
institutions money in recruiting costs and effective allocation of resources, and could fully 
offset increased investments in instructional quality.276 A couple studies were identified 
which suggest high ranking professors with terminal degrees elicit superior student 
outcomes. For most subject areas, students who take the same course with an adjunct or 
graduate instructor are less likely to take a subsequent course in that subject than students 
who were taught by a full-time instructor, even after controlling for the instructor’s age and 
education, which does account for some of the effect.277 At USAFA, after controlling for 
student characteristics, professors with more experience and higher professor rank 
facilitated deeper learning in math courses. The effect for doctoral degrees was 
insignificant but followed the same trend. Students learning from professors with 
doctorates demonstrated deeper learning than those with instructors that did not have a 
doctorate.278  

The academies all have organizations for promoting faculty development. They 
provide programs and workshops on pedagogical practices, facilitate cross-departmental 
research, and support opportunities such as grant applications, fellowships, and conference 
attendance.279 At USNA, recruiting and developing a high-quality faculty is one of their 
three strategic goals. They state the high value they place on a diverse faculty, the 
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importance of providing professional development, and the need to create a desirable 
workplace in order to attract high quality instructors.280 

The role of faculty development in the prestige of an institution is indirect at best, but 
logically we expect that access to professional development (PD) enhances faculty quality 
and student learning, which then reflects well on the institution. Research that thoughtfully 
evaluates the effectiveness of PD is limited. In a large-scale survey, teachers reported PD 
programs did significantly increase their knowledge, practice, and efficacy in teaching as 
well as student learning. Programs that were actively engaging, required reflection, and 
opportunities to try new teaching strategies were particularly strong predictors of teacher 
improvement.281 However, there is some evidence that teachers’ positive reports 
exaggerate improvements on their practices. Another assessment that surveyed 
undergraduate biology professors who had completed a PD course and evaluated 
videotapes of a sub-sample while teaching, concluded that while 89% of survey 
respondents indicated that they improved their curriculum to make it more learner-
centered, 75% of those in the videotape sample were still providing lecture-heavy, teacher-
centered instruction.282 No baseline measurements were taken, so the PD may have had 
some small effect, but the assessment demonstrates the importance of objective measures 
in evaluation. Another assessment conducted qualitative assessments of the effects of 
faculty PD on student assignments and learning using a critical-thinking rubric with two 
different samples. They found significant improvements in students’ work at the first 
school where the rubric was designed to address the material in the PD course, but found 
no significant improvement in student assignments at a second school which used a 
different method for PD even though the Faculty at the second school reported the PD did 
improve their course design and learning.283 This assessment indicates some support for 
the value of PD, but the program and program evaluation must be designed to accurately 
measure the intended effects. The best evidence we identified for PD at the college level is 
evaluation of a program for Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) 
instructors which matched each post-doctoral instructor that had taken the PD with a co-
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worker teaching a comparable course. The faculty who completed the PD program reported 
using more learner-centered teaching practices than their peers who did not complete the 
PD, and these reports were supported by external reviewers who evaluated the faculty 
teaching and also found that the PD faculty teaching practices were significantly more 
learner-centered when controlling for faculty and class differences.284 Thus, we may 
conclude that if the academies are providing professional development programs which 
they have evaluated for effectiveness, they can enhance instructor quality and student 
learning which may indirectly impact their prestige. 

All three academies also give out awards annually to faculty who have demonstrated 
exceptional teaching practices;285 past winners are recognized on the USNA website.286 No 
historical listing of external awards or grants the faculty may have received was identified, 
but it appears that the academies do publish press releases when such events occur. At 
USMA, the engineering and computer science department won a lucrative Defense 
University Research Instrumentation Program (DURIP) award in 2020.287 At USAFA, two 
instructors were recognized with research awards in 2021.288 

A search of the literature to determine whether internal or external awards has an 
impact on institutional prestige or student achievement yielded few results. Washington 
Monthly includes faculty research awards in their institutional rankings,289 but faculty 
awards are not considered in any of the other rankings discussed in this report. Teaching 
awards have been common place at colleges and universities since the 1990s, and they are 
expected to indirectly improve student outcomes. Awards are intended to show 
appreciation to instructors for their teaching activities, encourage excellence, set standards 
for other faculty to model, and create publicity to satisfy government interests and attract 
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students and faculty to the institution.290 Results primarily from small samples of faculty 
and administrator interviews indicate awards do provide recognition and validation of 
faculty efforts,291 motivate faculty to sustain or improve their teaching efforts,292 motivate 
instructors to pursue professional development,293 and create positive publicity.294 
However, respondents also report teaching awards could be dismissed as lacking value in 
comparison to research pursuits,295 or could single out the winners for jealous peers to 
attack.296 When researchers analyzed class ratings of teacher effectiveness at one college, 
they found no effect for the teaching award and grant program.297 Given the research 
available, faculty awards cannot be directly linked to student achievement or development, 
but there is limited evidence they could contribute to the prestige of the institution. 

USMA faculty generally do not publish research or obtain grants and patents as often 
as other civilian faculty in their fields, and they have not produced any ground-breaking or 
paradigm shifting ideas. 298 At USMA the focus is on teaching and solving problems. 
Although USMA continues to put an emphasis on faculty teaching, it is working to increase 
faculty research scholarship for the stated purpose of enhancing the learning environment 
for students and providing intellectual service to the Army and country. Since 2016, faculty 
publications have increased three-fold.299 Both USNA and USAFA indicate an emphasis 
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on faculty and student research collaborations.300 USNA states research is an opportunity 
for growth for both the faculty and student participants, and midshipmen gain experience 
solving real Navy problems.301 USAFA also states the value of research in the development 
of officers, indicating its importance in creating advantages over adversaries. USAFA 
advertises the research expertise amongst its faculty, and has been recognized as the 
number one undergraduate research institution in the country by the National Science 
Foundation.302 

Faculty research activities were by far the most cited factor in considering the impact 
of faculty on institutional prestige. A regression analysis using U.S. News rankings, faculty 
publications, and student SAT scores indicates faculty research productivity positively 
affects institutional reputation. Productivity does not affect the quality of students directly, 
but quality of students does increase with institutional reputation.303 Faculty activities that 
confer prestige on themselves and their institutions include publications, citations, winning 
grants and academic prizes, and membership in national academies.304 Institutions which 
are able to be highly selective and have high performing students attract the most 
prestigious faculty who want to teach them, which can then attract additional resources 
through donors who want to be associated with prestigious schools. As a result, faculty 
wages are positively predicted by their number of peer reviewed articles, book chapters, 
being a principle investigator on a grant, and the selectivity of the degree granting 
institution in a national sample. However, time spent on teaching has a significant negative 
effect on wages, though the effect is very small.305  

The academies indicated their focus on research was for the development of students. 
This focus contrasts with comparable civilian universities’ focus on research for the 
purpose of novel contributions to human knowledge. Unlike the academies, comparable 
civilian universities operate graduate education programs. Graduate students pursue novel 
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contributions to human knowledge as assistants to research professors and through their 
own research. 

There is evidence to support the benefits of undergraduate student participation in 
research. Faculty that are active in research and have funding for conducting studies 
positively predict student participation in research.306 Furthermore, students who 
participate in college research programs have higher retention rates for all races307 in both 
STEM and non-STEM fields of study.308 Participants also gain valuable research skills, 
transferrable skills such as communication and critical thinking, and increase their interest 
in graduate education.309 However, high faculty research productivity does not appear to 
confer any significant benefit to students in class. Qualitative interviews with faculty from 
an institution striving to increase its national ranking indicated the faculty perceive their 
prestige is tied to research and publications, and they feel a tension between conducting 
research and providing high quality teaching and student interactions. They considered 
small course loads (ideally, three per year) necessary to achieve both goals.310 This 
sentiment is supported by a national study on student faculty engagement which found 
faculty who worked at research intensive institutions were less likely to take part in 
teaching strategies and student interactions known to increase engagement.311 From the 
students’ perspectives, ratings of instructors from 16 institutions indicated overall ratings 
were not significantly correlated to the number of publications or citations an instructor 
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has gained through research, though instructors with more publications were rated as more 
knowledgeable.312 

The academies increase their prestige through faculty services and activities by 
recruiting high quality faculty with doctoral degrees, continuing to offer professional 
development to enhance teaching skills and facilitate research collaborations, and 
promoting and awarding faculty for teaching and research accomplishments. The 
academies should also continue to support or increase support for faculty research which 
would enhance institutional prestige and confer benefits on students who participate, but 
faculty research goals should not be allowed to overshadow the primary mission of 
teaching and developing all cadets and midshipmen into high-quality military officers. 

4. Factors that Affect Public Sentiment Regarding the Academies 
Some primary influences on public sentiment for the academies include college 

rankings, success of academy sports teams, how they’re portrayed in the media, how they 
appear in social media, visits to the academy campuses, and alumni activities.313 Since 
most of these factors are discussed in other sections of the report, this section will focus 
primarily on how the academies are portrayed in the media and social media. Each of the 
academies have a Facebook page where they regularly post about events and activities 
around campus (See Table 26).  

 
Table 26. Facebook Activity in April 2021314 

Institution 
Number of 

posts 
Average 

Likes 
Average 

Comments 
Average 
Shares 

USMA 35 3,467 73 220 
     without Sandhurst week 24 964 45 97 
USNA 40 749 37 42 
USAFA 60 736 23 53 
Wellesley College 27 134 3 6 
Harvard University 23 1,885 56 146 

                                                 
312 Arnold S. Linsky, and Murray A. Straus, “Student Evaluations, Research Productivity, and Eminence of 

College Faculty,” Journal of Higher Education 46, no. 1 (1975): 89-102, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.1975.11780630. 

313 Steve Vahsen (United States Naval Academy), e-mail to interviewer Heidi C. Reutter, December 8, 
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website, accessed May 27, 2021, https://www.facebook.com/Harvard. 
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The USAFA page is the most popular with 500,906 followers. For the month of April 

2021, the academy also posted the most frequently with an average of two posts per day,315 
while the other academies posted closer to once a day. However, USMA attracted the most 
public interest per post through “likes,” “comments,” and “shares.” The month of April is 
likely skewed above average for USMA because of the Sandhurst military competition that 
occurred and generated a lot of attention, but even with that week of data removed, USMA 
generated the most social interaction of the three academies. For comparison with other 
schools, Wellesley College is ranked higher than any of the academies by U.S. News, but 
the college has a tenth of the followers. Their Facebook page posted less than once a day 
and garnered less than 20% of the public interest the academies enjoyed through likes, 
shares, and comments. Harvard University on the other hand, has more than 10 times as 
many followers as any of the academies. And though they posted less than Wellesley, they 
generated about three times the public interest as USAFA per post, but less interest on 
average than USMA when counting reactions to the Sandhurst competition. Facebook 
videos from 2019-2021 featuring the academies that generated the most attention include: 
President Trump attending the Army-Navy football game (934k views),316 USNA 
midshipmen climbing the Herndon monument (1 million views),317 and the USAFA 
superintendent speaking out against racism (2.1 million views).318  

Activity on the popular website Twitter is comparable to what we find on Facebook, 
the academies are well regarded and generate above average interest for a college their size 
(See Table 27). This data is a snapshot in time, taken May 27, 2021 at 2:30 p.m. 
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Table 27. Twitter Activity from Academy Accounts as of May 27, 2021319 

User 
account USMA USNA USAFA Wellesley Harvard 

Followers: 115,600 77,700 87,900 18,400 1,200,000 
Tweets: 200 200 200 199 200 
Timeframe: 50 days 143 days 65 days 72 days 35 days 
Reach: 115,613 77,776 87,981 18,490 1,234,296 
Impressions: 22,311,965 11,970,466 15,656,724 3,642,138 244,390,214 
Total 
ReTweets: 4,171 5,381 2,835 991 5,096 

Total 
Favorites: 26,483 33,132 16,741 6,572 29,828 

Replies: 7 46 22 2 2 
Sentiment: Great 

(31.0%) 
Good 

(22.5%) 
Neutral 
(42.0%) 

Bad 
(4.0%) 
Terrible 
(0.5%) 

Great 
(19.5%) 
Good 

(32.5%) 
Neutral 
(41.0%) 

Bad 
(5.5%) 
Terrible 
(1.5%) 

Great 
(30.5%) 
Good 

(24.5%) 
Neutral 
(38.5%) 

Bad 
(4.0%) 
Terrible 
(2.5%) 

Great 
(34.2%) 
Good 

(30.2%) 
Neutral 
(27.1%) 

Bad 
(5.0%) 
Terrible 
(3.5%) 

Great 
(23.5%) 
Good 

(25.0%) 
Neutral 
(36.0%) 

Bad 
(9.0%) 
Terrible 
(6.5%) 

 
Among the academies, the USMA Twitter account has the most followers.320 For the 

last 200 tweets, USMA tweeted more frequently than the other academies, created the most 
impressions (number of times a tweet was seen321), and the greatest reach (number of 
accounts that displayed the tweet in their timeline322). However, the USNA account had 
the most “retweets” and “favorited” tweets. Wellesley College has less than a quarter of 
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the followers, impressions, and reach as USNA.323 Harvard has 10 times the followers, 
reach, and impressions as USMA, but only slightly more “retweets” and “favorited” tweets 
than USMA, and less than USNA.324 The academies are also more positively received by 
Twitter users. USNA had the worst sentiment of the three, with 7% of tweets categorized 
as “bad” or “terrible,” while 15.5% of Harvard’s tweets were bad/terrible. Data for when 
the schools are tweeted about from other accounts is also available (See 7.Appendix E) and 
indicates similar results.  

The data from Facebook and Twitter indicate the academies have above average 
social support for a liberal arts college of their caliber, and their supporters are as much or 
more actively engaged as those of the most famous university in the county. The academies 
also have a presence on other social media platforms such as Instagram, YouTube, and 
TikTok, and appear to be active in promoting themselves to the public. 

Although the academies generate mostly positive news coverage, the biggest news 
story regarding the academies this past year was the cheating scandal at USMA. Over 70 
cadets, mostly first-year students, were caught cheating on a remotely proctored math 
test.325 First revealed in December of 2020 by USA Today, the media was still referring to 
the event the following May when covering the class of 2021 graduation, even though none 
of those students were involved.326 This instance of cheating was bad publicity for all the 
academies because it dredged up stories of past cheating scandals at USMA, USNA, and 
USAFA.327 It also led to further revelations, such as USNA conducting an investigation of 
a physics exam where cheating was suspected,328 but no further stories indicated any 
evidence was found, as well as an USAFA investigation that found evidence of cheating 
amongst 249 cadets.329 
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The USMA 2020 cheating scandal led to the cancellation of a 2015 policy of leniency 
for students who self-reported their wrong-doing. The policy was intended to encourage 
confessions of rule-breaking, but was judged to be ineffective.330 The policy cancellation 
was at least in part a reaction to various government and military officials who indicated 
the punishment for the cheating cadets was too lenient.331 However, the academy’s 
treatment of the situation was in-line with policies at other schools,332 and some argued the 
opportunity for redemption should be part of teaching integrity to officers.333 When 
cheating was discovered at USAFA, only one cadet was expelled and nearly all the others 
entered a probationary period which the superintendent defended as being effective, with 
95% of participants having no further honor violations.334 

Other reactions to the cheating scandal at USMA included questions about why 
cheating has often been connected to athletes and whether some athletics are contrary to 
the academy mission.335 Concerns about transparency were brought up because the 
cheating scandal was revealed by a news expose rather than by the academy,336 and also 
sympathy for the cheaters who were performing in extraordinary conditions given the 
pandemic.337 Academy students operate in a difficult environment in the best of times. The 
1997 congressional report on the academies discussed the influence of a highly competitive 
environment and intentionally challenging schedule academy students are placed under, 
which does not allow for deep reflection and learning of material, and might also inspire 
cheating.338 This stressful environment which forces cadets to prioritize tasks and leave 
some work undone continues at USMA, and is likely an influencing factor on end of term 
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grades.339 This story became part of a larger conversation about the pandemic, the rise in 
technology, and a wave of cheating scandals that have hit many other colleges and 
universities as well.340  

Even amidst the discussion over the cheating scandal, USMA was still acknowledged 
for producing the best of Army officers;341 and following the scandal, the academy 
continues to be described in glowing terms by the press using adjectives such as 
“prestigious,”342 “legendary,”343 “premier,”344 and “elite.”345 It is common for local 
newspapers to publish features on high school graduates who obtain appointments to the 
academy or cadets who succeed in graduating.346 This is true for USNA347 and USAFA as 
well.348 Additionally, USMA received positive attention for its participation in Division I 
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sports.349 USNA was featured in connection to two different professional football players 
in the past year, Joe Cardona called it his “dream school,”350 and Cameron Kinley lauded 
it as his best opportunity for growth and development.351 The news also recognized USNA 
for producing four astronauts who have been to the moon, with two more female officers 
preparing to follow in their footsteps.352 These stories provide America’s youth with a 
range of influential role models who attribute their accomplishments at least in part to their 
education at the academies. 

Another controversial topic in the news was a former female cadet’s challenge to the 
sexual assault policies at USMA.353 The assault programs of all three academies underwent 
evaluation in 2017 after USAFA cadets spoke out about retaliation they experienced for 
reporting sexual assault.354 Sexual assault is a national issue,355 but media coverage on this 
topic could be very influential with women, who remain a significant minority, when 
considering matriculation to one of the academies. 

Lastly, there was a letter to USMA administrators sent by alumni that called for 
greater efforts to address racism, including renaming campus buildings and monuments 
that glorified officers from the Confederacy.356 The media reported this call for change was 
answered by Congress who activated a commission to address the naming of military 
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installations where the Confederacy is honored, including the Military357 and Naval 
academies.358 All the academies are working toward a less racist future, though they still 
have obstacles to overcome. In 2020 a racial slur was found on a white board at the 
preparatory academy; the USAFA superintendent responded with a zero-tolerance stance 
by saying anyone who could not respect others should get out.359 The current 
superintendent, who took up the post in Fall of 2020 is the first black superintendent in the 
Academy’s history.360 USMA, which since 2018 also has its first black superintendent, was 
recognized this year with graduating a record number of black female cadets in 2019 and 
again in 2020 (34 and 38, respectively). Promoting diversity there has been a major 
initiative.361 USNA also continues to make strides; it had its first black female brigade 
commander in 2021,362 and was in the press this year for its graduation ceremony, where 
Vice President Kamala Harris served as the school’s first female commencement 
speaker.363 USNA also recently expelled a student for making racist statements on social 
media, but the court system ultimately overturned the expulsion and the student was 
allowed to graduate and commission.364 Combatting racism at the academies and in the 
military is an ongoing struggle, and their successes and failures will likely impact their 
ability to attract a diverse force. 
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Altogether, the academies do not enjoy a spotless reputation in the news and social 
media, but they are well regarded overall and appear to be actively working to eliminate 
deficiencies that have been identified in the areas of racial equity, sexual assault prevention, 
and the academic integrity of their students. 

5. Congressional Support and Oversight of the Academies 
The three primary ways in which the academies leverage congressional support is 

through congressional nominations of students applying for admission, the Board of 
Visitors which meets regularly to review academy operations and activities,365 and 
congressional appropriations for the academy budgets, which involves more oversight and 
control than federal funding to other higher education institutions.366 

As described in the admissions section of this report, congressional nominations are 
intended to acquire an even distribution of America’s youth from across the country, 
involve an extensive review and interview process for the congressperson and student 
applicant prior to the academy admission process, and make up 60% to 70% of the students 
at each academy.367 Congressional nomination of students to the academies is stipulated 
by U.S. Code, which states each senator and congressperson may nominate five people for 
selection at each academy. However, as previously described in chapter 1, for each of those 
five vacancies, the congressperson is actually entitled to nominate 10 people for 
consideration, some of which may be admitted under other provisions in the Code once the 
congressperson’s allowance has been met.368 Many of these qualified nominees are also 
admitted.369 

The Board of Visitors (BOV) at each academy is also mandated by U.S. Code, which 
states each Board is to be made up of four Senators and five members of the House of 
Representatives (including representation from the Committee on Armed Services and the 
Committee on Appropriations), as well as six presidential designees. Each board must meet 
at its academy at least once a year, they have oversight over operations, the physical plant, 
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academic methods and other academy activities, and they provide an annual report to the 
President making recommendations for maintenance or improvements.370 Currently, the 
BOV chooses to meet two to three times a year. Both academy and service leadership work 
closely with the BOV to insure efficient operations, and the BOV regularly makes 
recommendations to the superintendent which are recorded in the meeting minutes.371 The 
most recent publicly available annual report is from USMA in 2017. It indicates the Board 
made inquiries in a number of areas not limited to character development, sexual assault 
prevention, administration of the athletic program, academic methods, fiscal matters, and 
academy effectiveness. The Board enumerated several conclusions and made five 
recommendations to the President, including emphasizing the importance of sustained 
funding for physical renovations and maintaining high educational quality.372 

As mentioned above, academy and service leadership have the opportunity to present 
their needs to members of Congress who make up the Board of Visitors, and the BOV in 
turn makes their own judgement and recommendations to the President to inform his 
budget. Congressional influence over the academies’ budgets is paramount to their ability 
to function. In addition to contact with Congress through the BOV, the academy 
superintendents also have the opportunity to address members of the appropriations 
committee who determine the budget for the academies, the services, and the DOD.373 The 
superintendents of the academies testify to Congress on a range of issues at the academies. 
In 2019 they presented plans to combat sexual assaults on campus at the appropriations 
hearing for their budget.374 Even though Congress allocates the budget for each academy, 
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the budgets are also managed by their individual service departments; delays in renovation 
funding at USNA were due in part to the 2013 sequestration which cut spending, leading 
to the Naval department’s decision to divert money designated for the academies to other 
expenses in the department to meet warfighting and readiness needs.375 Congress could 
strengthen their control of the academies with even stricter control over the funding they 
receive. 

Altogether, academy leadership and members of Congress cooperate on every facet 
of academy activities, beginning with the selection of students; the daily operations that 
develop the students morally, physically, and academically; management of the budget that 
determines the resources available; and ultimately the quality of education cadets and 
midshipmen receive. 

6. Tourism at the Academies 
An article in The New York Times in 1894 describing visitors to the academy 

suggests that USMA has been a tourist destination for over a hundred years.376 USMA’s 
community engagement office estimates they receive 500,000 to 1 million visitors each 
year. Different attractions at the campus include the Visitor’s Center (200k to 300k), bus 
tours (100k to 150k), ticketed sporting events (250k), and other on-post activities including 
Sunday brunch buffets at West Point Club, cadet club events, and marching band 
rehearsals.377 Tripadvisor.com helps capture what people think about the academy, for 
example the Visitor’s Center is listed as #1 of the 13 things to do in West Point, and it has 
a 4.5 out of 5 rating.378 The other academies may receive even more visitors because of 
their locations near large cities. USNA estimates they receive two million visitors each 
year.379 This academy is rated as the #1 attraction in Annapolis,380 and there are far more 
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things to do there. Tripadvisor ratings give it a top score of 5.0 out of 5.381 USAFA also 
receives over a million visitors each year. It is considered to be one of the top attractions 
in the entire state of Colorado, and is well known for its beautiful and unusual chapel.382 
The chapel is the #1 man-made attraction in the state and draws over 500k visitors 
annually.383 Tripadvisor lists the academy as #7 out of 135 things to do in Colorado 
Springs, and it has a 4.5 out of 5 rating.384 Tourism to the academies is an opportunity for 
the military services to connect with people that might not have any other links to military 
personnel and is therefore an important avenue to make a good impression. 

7. The Value of an Academy Education to Civilian Employers 
Very little current research was identified that measured academy graduates’ success 

with civilian employment, and nothing was found that conveyed civilian employers’ 
perspective on academy graduates. More broadly, veterans have had lower employment 
rates than non-veterans in every age group except 18-24 from 2000-2013.385 In 2011, 
eleven companies formed a coalition with the goal of hiring 100,000 veterans, and by 2014, 
the coalition had expanded to 175 companies and had nearly doubled their hiring goal.386 
Representatives from a sample of member companies were interviewed and reasons they 
gave for joining the coalition included the opportunity to cooperate and share best practices 
with other companies as well as helping to resolve an important social issue while gaining 
valuable employees.387 A workshop in 2015 for stakeholders in veteran employment 
including federal agencies, civilian companies, and researchers concluded companies were 
seeing that employing veterans is good for business, and consequently veterans are in 
demand.388 Coalition members did not express a bias towards college graduates, rather they 
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favored the skills that met the needs of the company. They described veteran employees as 
having good leadership and teamwork skills, as well as being loyal and dependable, and 
nearly all the companies who were measuring retention found that veteran retention rates 
were equal to or higher than other employees.389 

The best quantitative measure of academy graduates’ value to civilian employers is 
salary. The website Payscale compiles a College Salary Report and ranks USNA as third 
in the nation for graduate income potential.390 USMA and USAFA are also highly ranked 
at 7th and 19th respectively.391 Unfortunately, Payscale does not distinguish between 
employers, so the average salaries they report include academy graduates who are still 
currently serving in the military.392 Other data that more directly compares academy 
graduate income to others is older. In 2004, USNA graduates from the classes of 1986 
through 1996, who had already separated from the service, were surveyed regarding their 
civilian employment and salary. A comparison of their average salary with the average 
salary for U.S. workers indicated USNA graduates with a bachelor’s degree had higher 
salaries than the U.S. average for workers with bachelor’s degrees and those with graduate 
degrees from 1994-2002.393 Other data is older still. Using a survey of reservists from 1986, 
researchers determined being a military academy graduate (USMA, USNA, and USAFA 
graduates) positively predicted a higher income than civilians (reservists who served less 
than two years on active duty), while being an ROTC or OCS officer had no significant 
impact on income. Another survey of academy graduates from 1959-1960 indicated USMA 
graduates reported significantly higher incomes than graduates of USAFA or USNA, as 
well as significantly more job satisfaction and feelings of achievement. Researchers 
speculated the skills learned at USMA were broader and therefore more transferable than 
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the specific, technical skills learned at the other two academies.394 Anecdotal evidence 
from civilian companies, modern salary comparisons, and historical research all suggest 
that academy graduates are on average likely to be highly sought after in the civilian labor 
market. 

8. Conclusions Regarding the Prestige of the Academies 
In this section of the paper we summarize the ways in which the academies maintain 

and grow their prestige. Positive student outcomes at the academies are in part due to their 
unusually small student to faculty ratio. The academies are also able to be very selective, 
only accepting ~10% of students that apply because application rates are high. Enrollments 
are high as well, 80-100% of students accepted for admission attend. The Academies are 
highly ranked, which positively influences their ability to be selective despite requiring a 
service obligation. However, rankings are highly dependent on the methodology used, so 
even though high rank is good for an institution’s image, it does not guarantee high 
educational quality. Rankings do generally indicate positive outcomes for students such as 
high graduation rates and good starting salaries. 

Academy faculties are a mix of military and civilian professors. A majority of classes 
are taught by junior military officers with Master’s degrees who are guided by full 
professors with Ph.Ds. Obtaining enough military professors with advanced degrees is 
much more difficult and expensive than civilian professors, and research suggests full-
time, experienced professors elicit greater interest in courses and deeper learning. Those in 
opposition to expanding civilian faculty are concerned about maintaining a primarily 
military culture and atmosphere, which is a unique feature of the academies compared to 
ROTC programs at other universities. The academies support their faculty with 
professional development and with awards that acknowledge outstanding efforts, which 
have some evidence for enhancing educational quality and output. Faculty research is the 
primary way that university faculty contribute to institutional prestige, so programs that 
support faculty research have unique potential to improve it. 

All three academies are active in social media and generate much more interest and 
interactions than other schools their size. With some events, they can even rival Harvard 
University in popularity. The academies are generally praised in the news media; when a 
local teen is admitted to one of these prestigious institutions, it is cause for celebration. 
However, their reputations are constantly on the line with controversial issues including 
cheating, sexual assault, and racial equality. These issues are national and all colleges are 
struggling with them, but the academies must strive to model the best behavior to maintain 
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their high prestige. No other college or university receives as much attention from Congress 
as the academies. Members of Congress heavily influence the students who are admitted, 
academy education and operations, and the funding they have to work with. When it comes 
to tourism, the academies are top destinations in their regions, drawing one half to two 
million visitors each annually, which provide them another avenue to directly connect to 
the civilian population. 

And finally, when academy graduates complete their military service to their country, 
they are highly sought after by civilian employers who recognize them for their leadership 
skills and good work ethics. All three academies make a top 20 list of colleges and 
universities with graduates that have the highest earning potential both in and out of 
service. The combination of factors in this section make the military service academies 
some of most well regarded, respected, and admired educational institutions in the nation. 

D. Diversity of Commissioning Sources 
Another unquantifiable benefit of investment in academy graduates is in the diversity 

of commissioning sources among officers for a military service. Commissioning sources 
vary in how they prepare future officers for future missions. Officers commissioned 
through OCS oftentimes have experience in and special empathy for the enlisted corps. 
Officers commissioned through ROTC/NROTC have exposure to the vast array of world 
views endemic to a civilian undergraduate experience. Academy graduates have special 
understanding of military tradition and leadership. The relative value of these different 
commissioning sources is as uncertain as the future mission set. Thus, having officers from 
different commissioning sources is valuable in a way analogous to diversification of a stock 
portfolio. DOD does not know exactly what kinds of officers they will want in the future, 
so a mix is shrewd, even if the optimal proportions of the mix are unknown. 

E. Costs 

1. Data 
The service academies provided estimates of the cost per graduate from annual reports 

they have prepared for their own analysts, their respective headquarters, and OSD.395 The 
method for computing the estimates is standardized across the academies. The estimates 
reflect direct costs over the four years of education for a graduating class; they exclude 
non-direct costs such as major construction and support to dependents and retirees. 
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USMA, USNA, and USAFA provided cost estimates in each year through FY2020 
since FY2003, FY1990, and FY1999, respectively. To support our goal of estimating the 
change in the cost of an academy education since 1996, we impute earlier USMA and 
USAFA costs with public data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 
(IPEDS) maintained by the National Center for Education Statistics.396 IPEDS offers data 
on costs and completions (among many other topics) for each service academy (among 
many other institutions) in each fiscal year since 1991 for USMA and 1989 for USNA and 
USAFA. IPEDS data reporting methods changed over the period of available data. We 
harmonize the data in accordance with IPEDS documentation to allow comparisons over 
time. We adjust all costs for inflation with the fiscal year average Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) deflator.397 

We seek to estimate the academies’ mean cost of producing a commissioned officer 
in each year. Estimating these costs is not straightforward because producing a 
commissioned officer entails many different costs incurred over time. The academies incur 
some costs, such as costs of instruction, in each year of appointment. Other costs, such as 
costs of renovation, are investments in future cadets and midshipmen. We observe only 
current year costs in IPEDS. To account for costs incurred in each year of appointment in 
the same manner as the cost estimates from the academies’ annual reports, we compute the 
mean cost over the fiscal year of graduation and the three years prior. Thus, we 
underestimate the mean cost of producing a commissioned officer in a given year to the 
extent that relevant costs were incurred four or more years prior. We overestimate the mean 
cost of producing a commissioned officer in a given year to the extent that costs incurred 
in the current and three prior years are relevant to future cohorts. 

We do not compute a cost per student because the product of the academies relevant 
to our analysis is a graduate, not a student, and not all students become graduates. For a 
given dollar value of costs and a given number of appointments, fewer graduates means a 
higher cost per graduate. Thus, our estimates account for completion rates as a determinant 
of ROI. 

Some costs, such as costs of research, are not direct costs of producing officers. 
IPEDS categorizes costs as shown in Table 28. We include only the categories that we 
consider to be direct costs of producing officers. 
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https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/GDPDEF


104 

Table 28. Included and Excluded IPEDS Cost Categories 

Cost Category Included as Cost of Producing Officers 
Instruction Yes 
Academic support Yes 
Student services Yes 
Institutional support Yes 
Operation and maintenance of plant Yes 
Scholarships and fellowships Yes 
Auxiliary enterprises Yes 
Other current funds expenditure Yes 
Research No 
Public service No 
Mandatory transfers No 
Nonmandatory transfers No 
Hospital expenditures No 
Independent operations No 

 
We can use the years for which we have cost estimates from IPEDS and the 

academies’ annual reports to validate our use of IPEDS to impute costs from early years. 
Figure 29, Figure 30, and Figure 31 plot estimated costs per graduate from both sources 
Our IPEDS estimates are lower than the USMA estimates after FY2010 and higher than 
the corresponding USAFA estimates for most years. Otherwise, our IPEDS estimates 
match the academy estimates reasonably well. 

 

 
Figure 29. Estimated USMA Costs per Graduate 
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Figure 30. Estimated USNA Costs per Graduate 

 

 
Figure 31. Estimated USAFA Costs per Graduate 

2. Results 
In this section, we report changes in the real mean cost per graduate across all three 

academies. We estimate that the real cost of an academy graduate rose 9.1% from FY1996 
to FY2020. This estimate is the top-left entry of Table 29. Two issues warrant further 
analysis. First, this cost growth estimate depends on our FY1996 cost estimates for each 
academy, two of which come from IPEDS. By using later start years, we can reduce or 
eliminate error due to imputation. Second, this cost growth estimate is sensitive to the 
chosen start and end years. A spike in the start year or temporary drop in the end year 
would produce a low-cost growth estimate, regardless of the trend in the intervening years. 
Indeed, Figures 29, 30, and 31 show a drop in the cost per graduate for all three academies 
in FY2020. 
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To address the issue of imputation error, we extend Table 29 with estimates of cost 
growth since FY1999, the first year for which we have USAFA data, and FY2003, the first 
year for which we have USMA data. Our estimates of cost growth from FY2003 do not 
involve IPEDS data. We estimate that the real cost of an academy graduate rose by 9.8% 
from FY1999 to FY2020 and by 2.5% from FY2003 to FY2020. 

To address the issue of sensitivity to start and end years, we fit an exponential (i.e., 
constant percentage growth rate) trend to the annual estimates. In the bottom row of Table 
29, we report the cost growth over the given period implied by the fitted growth rate. The 
costs fitted to data from FY1996 through FY2020 increase by 12.8% between those years. 
The costs fitted to data from FY1999 through FY2020 increase by 13.2% between those 
years. The costs fitted to data from FY2003 through FY2020 increase by 6.5% between 
those years. For each start year, the fitted-trend estimation method yields a cost growth 
estimate between three and four percentage points higher than the start-to-end method. This 
observation is consistent with the real cost per graduate being below-trend in FY2020. 

 
Table 29: Estimated Percent Changes in Real Cost per Academy Graduate through FY2020 

 Start Year 

Estimation Method FY1996 FY1999 FY2003 

Start-to-end 9.1% 9.8% 2.5% 
Fitted trend 12.8% 13.2% 6.5% 

 
By both estimation methods, we estimate larger annual cost growth between FY1996 

and FY2003 than in the years after. We do not know how much to attribute this difference 
to actual changes in cost growth over time, as opposed to imputation error. However, our 
results suggest that our use of IPEDS is more likely to yield overestimates of cost growth 
than underestimates. 

3. Opportunity Costs 
Every academy appointment entails a forgone alternative, or “opportunity cost,” to 

the taxpayer. Instead of attending an academy, an appointee could have attended a civilian 
university, worked in private industry, or joined a humanitarian organization, just for a few 
examples. Academy graduates could have graduated from medical or law school, sold a 
startup, or written a dissertation by the time they fulfill their ADSO. If the forgone 
alternative is enlistment, civilian service in the DOD, or commissioning through 
ROTC/NROTC, the opportunity cost accrues through DOD. In all cases, however, the 
opportunity cost accrues to the taxpayer. The heterogeneous nature of appointee 
opportunities, the diffuse ways each opportunity would benefit the taxpayer, and our 
inability to observe the benefits of opportunities forgone make these opportunity costs 
generally unquantifiable. 
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Consideration of opportunity cost implies that academies, as taxpayer-funded 
institutions, should not necessarily appoint the most qualified applicants. Some of those 
applicants’ alternative life paths may provide greater benefits to the taxpayer than attending 
the academy. Rather, the academies should appoint applicants for whom an appointment 
provides the most expected value to the taxpayer in excess of the value of those applicants’ 
alternatives. 

Though we cannot know any particular appointee’s forgone alternative, we can 
examine the most similar alternative to commissioning through the academy—
commissioning through ROTC. For comparison with our academy cost estimates, we 
consider ROTC costs per graduate in FY2018. According to DOD budget books, mean 
enacted amounts per year from FY2015 through FY2018 were $587 million, $169 million, 
and $110 million for Army ROTC, Navy ROTC, and Air Force ROTC, respectively.398 
According to CNA’s Population Representation in the Military Services report, those 
programs produced 3,495; 924; and 1,694 graduates in FY2018, respectively.399 Therefore, 

                                                 
398 Department of Defense, Military Personnel Programs (M-1): Department of Defense Budget: Budget 

Amendment to the Fiscal Year 2018 President’s Budget Request for BASE + Emergency + Overseas 
Contingency Operations (OCO) (Washington, DC: OUSD(C), November 2017), 
https://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/fy2018/November2017Amended/fy20
18_m1a.pdf; Department of Defense, Operation and Maintenance Programs (O-1): Department of 
Defense Budget: Budget Amendment to the Fiscal Year 2018 President’s Budget Request for BASE + 
Emergency + Hurricane Recovery + Overseas Contingency Operations (OCO) (Washington, DC: 
OUSD(C), November 2017), https://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/ 
fy2018/November2017HurricaneAmended/fy2018_o1a.pdf; Department of Defense, Military 
Personnel Programs (M-1): Department of Defense Budget: March Budget Amendment to the Fiscal 
Year 2017 President’s Budget Request for BASE + Overseas Contingency Operations (OCO) 
(Washington, DC: OUSD(C), March 2017), https://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/ 
defbudget/fy2017/marchAmendment/fy2017_m1a.pdf; Department of Defense, Operation and 
Maintenance Programs (O-1): Department of Defense Budget: March Budget Amendment to the Fiscal 
Year 2017 President’s Budget Request for BASE + Overseas Contingency Operations (OCO) 
(Washington, DC: OUSD(C), March 2017), https://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/ 
defbudget/fy2017/marchAmendment/fy2017_o1a.pdf; Department of Defense, Operation and 
Maintenance Overview Fiscal Year 2016 Budget Estimates (Washington, DC: OUSD(C), February 
2017), https://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/fy2016/ 
fy2016_OM_Overview.pdf; Department of Defense, Military Personnel Programs (M-1): Department 
of Defense Budget: Budget Amendment to the Fiscal Year 2015 President’s Budget Request for 
Overseas Contingency Operations (OCO) (Washington, DC: OUSD(C), June 2014), 
https://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/fy2015/amendment/fy2015_m1a.pdf; 
Department of Defense, Operation and Maintenance Programs (O-1): Revolving and Management 
Funds (RF-1): Department of Defense Budget: Budget Amendment to the Fiscal Year 2015 President’s 
Budget Request for Overseas Contingency Operations (OCO) (Washington, DC: OUSD(C), June 
2014), https://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/fy2015/ 
amendment/fy2015_o1a_rfla.pdf. 

399 “Table B-30. Active Component Commissioned Officer Gains, FY18: by Source of Commission, 
Service, and Gender,” CNA website, accessed June 25, 2021, https://www.cna.org/pop-
rep/2018/appendixb/b_30.html. 
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we estimate costs per FY2018 ROTC active duty commission of $168,000; $183,000; and 
$65,000, respectively. 

Our estimates of average ROTC costs are substantially less than our estimates for 
USMA, USNA, and USAFA, as shown in the figures in section 3.E.1. However, because 
average costs include fixed costs, we should be careful not to interpret average costs as 
marginal costs. For example, we should not expect a one-officer decrease in USAFA 
commissioning to save over $500,000 because USAFA would be unlikely to decrease its 
spending on plant operation and instruction proportionally, if at all. 

Another reason to be careful with comparisons of commissioning source costs is that 
the high cost of commissioning officers through the academies comes with unique benefits. 
We describe unique features of an academy education in chapter 2. Those unique features 
lead to unique contributions during and beyond military service, some of which we 
quantify in the previous sections of this chapter. 

F. Summary 
In this chapter we consider many inputs to ROI in academy graduates, only some of 

which we can quantify. In particular, opportunity costs, benefits beyond U.S. military 
service, and benefits to the diversity of accession sources defy quantification. Further, the 
values of these costs and benefits change over time as missions, markets, and public 
preferences change. Therefore, we consider any attempt to distill ROI in academy 
graduates to a single quantity to be futile, irresponsible, and misguided. This consideration 
is not unique to the academies, but applies to any publicly-funded higher education. Blagg 
and Blom (2018) find that “precisely calculating the aggregate ‘benefits to education’ for 
a state is close to impossible. Such a calculation relies on several assumptions, as well as 
the personal values of policymakers.”400 

Being unable to quantify ROI does not preclude us from improving it. Improving ROI 
begins with identifying policy options that would improve specific inputs to ROI. We 
discuss such options in the next chapter. 

                                                 
400 Kristin Blagg, and Erica Blom, Evaluating the Return on Investment in Higher Education: An 

Assessment of Individual-and State-Level Returns (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2018), 
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/99078/evaluating_the_return_on_investment_in_hi
gher_education.pdf. 
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4. Potential Effects of Increasing the ADSO for 
Academy Graduates 

In response to the 2020 NDAA requirement, IDA began multiple research efforts 
simultaneously, employing a blended methodology that drew on both qualitative and 
quantitative data. This blended-research approach enabled IDA to examine the costs and 
benefits of commissioning officers through the service academies, consider the potential 
effects of extending the ADSO, and identify options for ensuring adequate return on 
investment in service academy graduates. 

A. Literature 
IDA reviewed the relevant literature available, to include academic articles, theses, 

and dissertations; technical reports; Service/Academy internal reports and materials; 
external reports (e.g. Government Accountability Office (GAO); Congressional Research 
Service (CRS); Federally Funded Research and Development Centers (FFRDCs); 
newspaper reporting; as well as materials from the NCES and other data sources). This 
body of literature is copious, which reflects that the military service academies are not only 
an “Item of Special Interest” for the Senate Armed Services Committee.  

B. Interviews 
The qualitative data collection centered on not-for-attribution interviews and focus 

groups. Using a semi-structured interview protocol, research participants were asked to 
describe the value associated with a military service academy education and experience, as 
well as the costs and benefits of that education to the individual, the military, and to the 
country. They were also asked to provide their views on options for ensuring adequate ROI 
in military service academy graduates, and the effects of altering the ADSO associated with 
the quality of applicants applying to the service academies. Research participants were 
asked about their perspectives on the associated benefits and risks (including risk of 
infeasibility) of the aforementioned options. Finally, they were asked about what a pilot 
program for extending the ADSO might look like. 

Research participants include graduates and non-graduates from each of the military 
services; professors, educators, and administrators from each service academy, but also 
from civilian colleges and universities; senior leaders from across DOD; leaders of 
industry; as well as former members of Congress (House and Senate). The insights and 
perspectives gathered during these not-for-attribution interviews are reflected throughout 
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this report. For the complete list of the research participants represented, see 7.Appendix 
D. 

C. Qualitative Insights 
As referenced, research participants were asked to describe their perspectives 

regarding the value associated with a military service academy education and experience, 
as well as the ultimate costs and benefits of that education to the individual, to the military, 
and to the country. They were also asked to provide their views on options for ensuring 
adequate ROI, as well as the effects of altering the ADSO. Research participants were 
asked about their perspectives regarding the associated benefits and risks (including risk of 
infeasibility) of the aforementioned options. Finally, they were asked about what a pilot 
program for extending the ADSO might look like. 

With regards to value or ROI of the service academy experience, a common theme 
irrespective of the research participants’ backgrounds, was that the value was not 
quantifiable; multiple individuals suggested that there is no tangible metric for the ROI of 
the service academy experience. Of note, some of the most emphatic statements regarding 
the value of the academy experience came from members of Congress. One individual 
whose only affiliation with the service academies was that they ran against graduates 
during reelections, served in Congress with academy graduates, and of course nominated 
individuals to be applicants stated, “It’s not just their commitment to service of the country. 
When they go in to the private sector, whether for profit, educational, or nonprofit, they 
make real contributions, they bring leadership skills and perspective.” Another former 
congressional member, whose only stated affiliation was to have nominated individuals to 
be applicants, reflected on academy graduates as “lifelong leaders” who uphold our values 
through selfless service. That congressional member stated,  

Our military technology is superior to others, but it is our military operating 
under the rule of law, protecting and defending our society. The academies 
instill value-based leadership to serve and protect the nation. […] Graduates 
add value to the nation by being lifelong leaders to our society. 

From their perspective, “Rather than a dollar metric to ascribe value, the primary metric 
has to be ‘service’ over ‘self.’”  

Individuals who served in the military from other commissioning sources emphasized 
the academies’ extensive emphasis on officer development. One former senior civilian in 
the Air Force Secretariat, a retired colonel commissioned through the Air Force  OTS, 
described the academies as follows: “They serve a broader purpose to keep the flame lit on 
pieces of military expertise you don’t get in summer training or at a university—history 
and tactics of war and learning a significant amount about their service as a leader.” An 
industry leader and retired Army lieutenant colonel, commissioned through ROTC, 
emphasized both leadership and drive, stating, “Graduates are very loyal to the 
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organization and towards each other. They are driven, successful, and will find a way to 
get things done. They are also organized and used to working with and leading people—
something that you cannot take for granted.” A graduate likewise referenced the lifelong 
connections forged through the Academy experience and education, stating that these are 
“Life-long friendships. Connections you make that help businesses succeed, help 
government succeed. Shared experience.”  

A retired admiral addressed the shared experiences and bonds formed. He described 
it as follows,  

Bonds formed there penetrate years of service, confidence, familiarity, trust, 
that makes things work. Not only within a class but the three before you and 
after you—a shared experience that 7 classes can tag up to. You will be 
serving with someone from those classes. You cannot replicate that 
anywhere else. There’s no way to measure the intangibles. 

Many research participants referenced the Service Academy education and experience as 
fundamental for developing leadership and building up the team. As one graduate stated, 
“You get the leadership out of it, the ability to solve hard problems, lead teams to solve 
hard problems. The sense of team—breaking down the ‘me’ and building up the team.”  

Graduates and non-graduates alike emphasized the honor code and character 
development that forms the foundation for the Academy education and experience. A 
graduate who also served in Congress referenced the motto of his academy, emphasizing 
that the experience and education “prepares you morally for duty and honor, not just for 
service, but also for citizenship and government. This is the biggest thing academies tend 
to give.” Another graduate who is currently on the USAFA Board of Visitors stated: 

The value I received—is not the education, I could get a chemistry degree 
anywhere, I could not have gotten the honor code anywhere. And I wouldn’t 
have understood that depth of honor going to a 6-month [ROTC Leadership] 
program; it’s just not the same. You know that.  

Another theme referenced especially by graduates was adversity. A retired Navy 
captain, who is now a senior executive, described the value of the service academy 
experience from his perspective as “The ability to endure uncomfortable or challenging 
situations, ability to persevere, and optimism that you’re going to succeed.” 

With regards to the effect of modifying the ADSO and the quality of applicants 
applying to the service academies, a common theme irrespective of the research 
participant’s background was that it would result in fewer applicants, as well as a decrease 
in the quality of applicants. A former congressman and former senior civilian in the Army 
and Air Force Secretariats referenced that  

The service academies are more selective than most schools that have 
ROTC programs. The selection process at that stage, and self-selection, it’s 
a tough, rigorous college experience. Because it is so selective they are the 
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men and women who have the most options and will see their buddies 
getting good jobs and saving money—will have more choices than others. 

Several individuals expressed concerns about the impact an increase in ADSO may have 
on diversity, especially for female applicants. 

As described, research participants expressed common views on the risks associated 
with changes to the ADSO. Multiple participants cautioned against “trying to fix what is 
not broken.” As one retired Air Force Colonel stated, “We really have to spend 59 minutes 
out of the hour thinking about what the problem is that we’re trying to solve. Do we want 
longer service or better service?” 

A graduate who served as a senior civilian in the Office of the Secretary of Defense 
described the perspective he could imagine a potential applicant might have: 

You are dealing with a 17 year old kid. And you are already talking about 
9 years of their developmental life at the point when they’re changing the 
most—the service obligation is not the way to go. We should be actively 
engaging them in service and the journey, it’s much more powerful and 
superior. 

Research participants did identify some ideas regarding how to make an increased 
ADSO more palatable. Some examples of incentives identified include graduate school 
options, choice of branch, choice of assignment, or other types of professional development 
investments that would be value added for the individual in the long-term. One non-
graduate who served in Congress (House and Senate) suggested that a six-year ADSO 
might be incentivized if applicants were offered “exciting things in that last year of service 
that would be added value for adding the sixth year.”  

D. The USMA ADSO Pilot 
For the 2019-20 admissions cycle (Class of 2024), USMA conducted a pilot program 

of an ADSO increase from five to six years. The USMA pilot provides limited but precious 
quantitative experimental evidence of the effects of an ADSO increase. IDA obtained 
information on the USMA pilot through direct communication with the USMA admissions 
office and the Office of Economic and Manpower Analysis (OEMA). 

On the initial application form (“Candidate Questionnaire”), USMA asked applicants 
if they preferred a five-year or a six-year ADSO. Then USMA randomly selected 200 
qualified applicants among those who stated a preference for a six-year ADSO. Among 
those applicants, USMA randomly selected 100 applicants to receive an offer of 
appointment with a six-year ADSO. The remaining 100 applicants served as a control 
group, each receiving an offer with a five-year ADSO. OEMA, in partnership with USMA, 
analyzed differences in applicant quality and demographics across stated ADSO 
preferences and accepted ADSO durations. 
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Of the 4,099 applicants, 2,436 (59%) stated a preference for a six-year ADSO. 
Applicants who stated a preference for a six-year ADSO had lower leadership and fitness 
scores and were less likely to be non-white, female, or a recruited athlete. 

The result that any applicants would state a preference for a six-year ADSO, let alone 
a majority of applicants, is surprising. The application did not express any benefit to the 
applicant of stating a preference to be obligated to serve an additional year. Our best 
explanation for this result is that applicants considered the question an opportunity to 
improve their probability of admission by signaling a high willingness to serve. This 
explanation is consistent with the result that less attractive applicants were more likely to 
state a preference for a six-year ADSO. Applicants who were already confident that they 
would be admitted had less to gain from signaling a high willingness to serve. However, 
having less to gain does not explain why applicants would not signal a high willingness to 
serve; another consideration would have needed to convince applicants that doing so would 
be an expected net loss. We postulate two such considerations. First, applicants may have 
preferred to be honest, and would have incurred a psychic cost of giving a false signal. 
Second, applicants may have suspected that their stated preference had a chance of 
materializing in their offer letter, despite no such explicit statement in the application. 
Indeed, this suspicion was valid—the chance came out to be 100 out of 2,436, or 4.1%. 

If applicants were sending false signals of willingness to serve, comparisons of quality 
and diversity across signals do not inform us about the effects of an ADSO increase. On 
the other hand, the acceptance decisions of applicants offered different ADSOs directly 
inform us about how an ADSO increase would affect acceptance rates and the composition 
of the group of accepters. Those decisions also directly test our hypothesis of false 
signaling. If applicants who state a preference for a six-year ADSO over a five-year ADSO 
accept the latter at a higher rate, some of those stated preferences must have been false. 

Among the 100 qualified applicants selected to receive an offer of appointment with 
a six-year ADSO, 77% accepted the offer, compared to 85% of applicants in the control 
group. A one-sided test of independent sample proportions yields a p-value of 0.0749.401 
Therefore, the difference in acceptance rates between the two groups is significant at the 
10% level. Thus, we have evidence that 1) increasing the ADSO would decrease 
acceptance rates among academy applicants; and 2) applicants falsely signaled their 
willingness to serve. 

OEMA also found suggestive evidence that increasing the ADSO would decrease 
quality and diversity among accepters. Among participants in the top half of academic 
scores, 62% of those offered a six-year ADSO accepted compared to 85% of those offered 
                                                 
401 In other words, if applicants in the two groups were all equally likely to accept, the experiment had a 

7.49% probability of producing a difference in group acceptance rates at least as negative as what we 
observe. 
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a five-year ADSO. This difference in acceptance rates is significant at the 1% level. For 
those in the top half of leadership scores and those in the top half of fitness scores, the 
treatment-control difference in acceptance rates was negative, but not as large as the overall 
difference, and not statistically significant at the 10% level. Among non-white participants, 
71% of those offered a six-year ADSO accepted compared to 88% of those offered a five-
year ADSO. Women exhibited a similar pattern as non-whites in that 71% of women 
offered a six-year ADSO accepted compared to 89% of those offered a five-year ADSO. 
The differences in acceptance rates for minorities and women are significant at the 10% 
level. 

The USMA pilot also provides some indications of stakeholder reactions to increasing 
the ADSO. USMA conducted the pilot upon direction from the Office of the 
Undersecretary for Defense for Personnel and Readiness, which came at the request of a 
member of the Senate Armed Services Committee. According to a USMA official, the pilot 
stoked pushback from USMA alumni, but not from applicants or their parents and 
guardians. Limiting this pushback was the primary reason USMA did not select a larger 
sample.402 

The USMA pilot has some limitations in its ability to inform us about the total effects 
of increasing the ADSO from five years to six. These limitations reflect not faults of the 
pilot design on the part of the designers (USMA and OEMA), but difficulties in translating 
the results beyond the designers’ objectives. First, the pilot was conducted at a single 
academy; the results may not generalize to USNA and USAFA. USNA and USAFA 
graduates exhibit higher six-year retention rates than USMA graduates (see section 3.A.2), 
so they may respond differently to a six-year ADSO. Second, the pilot was conducted with 
a small sample size, so most results, even if practically significant, are not statistically 
significant at the 5% level. For example, an eight-percentage point decrease in acceptance 
rates would be a regrettable consequence of increasing the ADSO, but even in the absence 
of any true effect, there is a non-negligible (7.49%, estimated in this case) probability of a 
difference that large between 100-person treatment and control groups. Third, we do not 
know what applicants who were dissuaded by the six-year ADSO did instead. Perhaps 
some attended another academy (that did not offer six-year ADSOs at the time of the 
USMA pilot), or enrolled in ROTC at another university, or enlisted. From the perspective 
of DOD, or more broadly the U.S. taxpayer, each alternative represents a different 
opportunity cost of keeping the ADSO at the status quo. 

Fourth, the USMA ADSO pilot did not examine the effect of changing the ADSO on 
applications, but on acceptance. Multiple secondary effects complicate the translation of 
an effect on acceptance into an effect on applications. Some, but perhaps not all, applicants 
                                                 
402 Another reason against a larger sample was that pilot implementation effort had been diverted to other 

activities in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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who did not accept an offer with a six-year ADSO would not have applied in the first place 
if they knew their ADSO would be six years instead of five. Even some applicants who 
accepted a six-year ADSO may not have taken the effort to apply if they knew the ADSO 
would be six years, but were willing to accept with that effort already expended. 
Furthermore, perhaps some students who did not apply would have applied if the ADSO 
was six years because the dissuasion of other potential applicants would have raised their 
chances of admission. In the absence of evidence on the relative strengths of these 
secondary effects, we cannot bound the effect of a one-year ADSO increase on 
applications. Under a pragmatic assumption that these secondary effects would cancel out, 
the USMA ADSO pilot provides suggestive evidence that a one-year ADSO increase 
would decrease applications by 8%. 

Despite its limitations, the USMA pilot, as a recent controlled experiment in a real 
admissions environment, is an unrivaled source of information on the potential effects of 
increasing the ADSO. The USMA pilot provides suggestive evidence that increasing the 
ADSO would decrease acceptance rates and decrease academic quality and diversity 
among accepters. In the next chapter, we consider policy options that may improve ROI, 
including increasing the ADSO, but also other options that do not entail the same 
drawbacks. In the subsequent chapter, we describe how the academies could pilot two of 
those options. For those pilot designs, the USMA pilot acts as guidance, complement, and 
inspiration. “Guidance” because we can learn from the experience of executing the pilot, 
“complement” because we can design pilots to give results that build on the results of the 
USMA pilot rather than being redundant or unrelated, and “inspiration” because the USMA 
pilot shows how controlled experimental evidence is uniquely valuable for informing 
policy. 
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5. Options for Improving Return on 
Investment in Service Academy Graduates 

In this chapter we describe and analyze numerous options for ensuring an adequate 
return on investment in military service academy graduates. We describe the options in 
rough order of their conceptual proximity to current and considered policies, as referenced 
in the June 11 Senate report that provided the impetus for this assessment. Therefore, we 
begin with the status quo, next we consider increasing the ADSO, afterwards other 
invariant changes to the ADSO, then options that would produce variation in ADSOs 
across cadets and midshipmen, and finally options beyond ADSO changes that could 
improve ROI. 

A. Status Quo 
In this section we consider the current ADSO, the “status quo” of five years, with 

additional years of ADSO added for post-commissioning certifications such as pilot 
training. The feasibility, potential benefits, and potential risks of the status quo are 
described next. 

1. Feasibility 
Keeping the status quo of a five-year ADSO is certainly feasible since this is what the 

military departments are currently executing in terms of their academy personnel processes 
from recruitment through commissioning. Each of the military departments have aligned 
their officer personnel and talent management systems with the knowledge of this existing 
ASDO and those from other commissioning sources. 

2. Potential Benefits 
Potential benefits of remaining with the status quo manifest in several ways. For one, 

the military departments and the service academies could continue to focus their 
recruitment and selection processes towards quality and diversity goals without the 
introduction of an additional variable associated with a changed ADSO. As highlighted in 
the 2021 Gatekeepers to Opportunity report, Congress could assist in greater military 
service academy diversity and service attempts to reach their goals via the individuals that 
they nominate to enter the academies.403 Additionally, since each of the military services 

                                                 
403 Connecticut Veterans Legal Center, Veterans Inclusion Project, Gatekeepers to Opportunity. 
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align their selection and promotion processes based on statute, policy, and needs, the status 
quo permits existing procedures to continue, to include the winnowing of lesser performing 
officers. 

3. Potential Risks 
Potential risks associated with the status quo option of a five-year ADSO come in the 

form of lost opportunities to improve ROI. Modifications to the current ADSO may 
improve ROI, but entail their own risks, as was seen in the USMA pilot. We describe 
potential risks and benefits associated with various ADSO modifications in the remaining 
sections of this chapter. 

B. ADSO Modifications 

1. Increasing the ADSO 
The impetus for this assessment, within the 11 June Senate report on the 2020 NDAA, 

explicitly mentions one policy option, “an increase in the initial Active Duty service 
obligation for service academy graduates.” This language is not the first instance where 
Congress has considered increasing the ADSO. Congress increased the ADSO from five 
years to six years in 1989, but undid the increase in 1996. Thus, we have a historical 
benchmark where Congress tested an ADSO increase and the increase failed the test. If 
increasing the ADSO is worthwhile, it must be because of one or more changes since 1996. 
We detail public arguments for and against increasing the ADSO in Table 3. 

U.S. defense strategy and personnel policy have changed in many ways since 1996. 
These changes may warrant increasing the ADSO only if the change increases the positive 
effects or decreases the negative effects of increasing the ADSO. As we discuss in section 
1.C.3, changes to the cost of an academy education do not change the effects of increasing 
the ADSO. Therefore, high or increasing cost is not alone a valid justification for 
modifying the ADSO. 

We follow a two-step framework to consider the merits of increasing the ADSO. First, 
we anticipate the effects of increasing the ADSO in qualitative terms. Second, we evaluate 
how those effects may be more or less important today compared to 1996. 

Informed by historical arguments for and against an ADSO increase (section 1.C.1), 
qualitative insights from experts (section 4.C), and results from the USMA ADSO pilot 
(section 4.D), we anticipate the following effects of increasing the ADSO: 
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• Academy graduates who would have served five years on active duty serve six 
years instead 

• Students whose maximum acceptable ADSO is between five and six years 
choose not to attend an academy, so: 

– Academy classes become less diverse 

– Academy classes become less academically qualified at admission 

– Academy classes become more willing to serve 

– Academy intercollegiate sports teams become less competitive 

– Opposite, but smaller changes occur for other commissioning sources, 
especially ROTC/NROTC. 

Therefore, an ADSO increase could be justified if, compared to 1996, class diversity, 
academic qualifications, or intercollegiate sports competitiveness are now less important 
overall or at the academies in particular, or if the sixth year of active duty officer service 
or willingness to serve are now more important overall or at the academies in particular. 
However, among these five desiderata, class diversity stands out as being more important 
now than in 1996, both overall and at the academies in particular. USMA launched over 
$22 million in diversity and inclusion initiatives in 2020.404 USNA published a 16-action 
diversity and inclusion strategic plan in March 2021.405 Following his speech on racism 
and diversity to USAFA, Lt. Gen. Jay Silveria wrote in 2018:406 

Over the course of my career, waging war and preserving peace has grown 
infinitely more complex. Today, the leaders we prepare must be able to 
understand ideas, languages and customs that span continents and cultures 
as they never have before. Furthermore, they must be able to harness the 
unique talents of the airmen they will lead… Diversity is a force multiplier. 

There is no evidence for a decrease in the importance of academic qualifications. All 
the academies assign weights to different factors they consider in the admissions process. 
Both USMA and USAFA consider academic quality as measured by high school GPA, test 
scores, and class standing, which has made up 60% of an applicant’s score since before 

                                                 
404 West Point Association of Graduates, West Point Diversity and Inclusion Initiatives (West Point, New 

York: West Point Association of Graduates, December 2020), https://www.westpointaog.org/file/ 
westpointdiversityandinclusion.pdf. 

405 United States Naval Academy Office of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, U.S. Naval Academy Diversity 
and Inclusion Strategic Plan (Annapolis, MD: United States Naval Academy, March 2021), 
https://www.usna.edu/Diversity/_files/documents/D_I_PLAN. 

406 Lt. Gen. Jay Silveria, “Why Diversity?” United States Air Force Academy, February 14, 2018, 
https://www.usafa.edu/news/why-diversity/. 
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1996.407 It is unclear whether the Naval Academy has changed its weighting of academic 
qualifications since 1996; in 2001 it made up 63% of an applicant’s score and no changes 
after that have been identified.408 Data for entering students’ SAT scores was only available 
from 2002 to 2019 and it shows students’ academic qualifications have increased slightly 
over time,409 indicating no drop in importance since 2001. 

An increase in the ADSO is also not justified based on the importance of 
intercollegiate sports competitiveness because there is evidence that it has become more 
important since 1996. In 2015, DOD Instruction 1322.22 made it permissible for academy 
graduates to apply for a waiver to participate in professional sports after only two years of 
service, when the anticipated media attention was judged to be helpful to public affairs and 
recruiting efforts.410 In 2020, Directive Type Memorandum-19-011 made it possible for 
academy graduates to join a professional sports team immediately upon graduation with 
the stipulation that they serve after their professional careers or repay their tuition.411 These 
directives suggest the government is willing to forego any service obligation to attract the 
most desirable athletes to the academies. 

Completing a sixth year of service has fluctuated in importance. In the Navy, the 9/11 
attack and 2007 recession were periods of increased officer retention, while 2011-2014 was 
a period of record lows.412 From 1992-2004 the Army had to re-designate many captain-
level duties to majors because the loss of high quality junior officers led to a lack of 
qualified Captains.413 As of 2018, the Army succeeded in solving their problems with 
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retaining junior and mid-grade officers partially because of a reduction in deployments and 
the overall size of the Army,414 but their success is also attributed to their Career 
Satisfaction Program (CSP), which allows officers to make more decisions about their 
career trajectories in trade for additional years of service.415 The Navy and Air Force are 
also meeting their numbers416 with the exception of pilots.417 The CSP has been 
recommended as a model for the Air Force, allowing pilots to have a say in their location 
or aircraft for a service commitment.418 The Marine Corps has also had success with 
providing agency to their force; Marines who are assigned to their preferred duty stations 
have higher performance rates and higher retention rates among top performers.419 The 
services are now focused on retaining the very best performers for senior leadership, which 
is not specific to Academy graduates, but rather focused on incentivizing and promoting 
those officers of greatest merit.420 

When retaining junior officers does become a need again, as the need appears to be 
cyclical in nature,421 one should not conclude extending the ADSO of academy graduates 
as the best or only solution to this issue. USMA graduates leave at greater rates than the 
other commissioning sources unless officer retention is broken down by level of incentive, 
in which case USMA officers retain at higher rates than ROTC graduates with four-year 
scholarships. USMA graduates that demonstrated the best performance and ability while 
attending USMA retain at higher rates than other USMA graduates who did not perform 
as well.422 Past researchers who have studied junior officer retention did not consider 
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retention rates by commissioning source as sufficient evidence for determining that the 
ROI in the academies was too low.423 

The importance of willingness to serve is the most difficult to quantify. We are not 
aware of a direct measure of an officer’s enthusiasm for service or the quality of service 
they are willing to provide, before or after 1996, which by itself could indicate a change in 
importance. Of the three academies, only USNA includes a measure for likelihood of 
retaining for a 20-year career as part of their admissions process. Their career interest 
measure was weighted at a high of 19% of an applicant’s score in 1984, and has reportedly 
been adjusted repeatedly over the years, dropping as low as 3% as of 2001.424 We do not 
find evidence that willingness to serve has increased in importance to justify an increased 
ADSO.  

Altogether, we find no greater justification for an increased ADSO today than when 
the most recent ADSO increase was repealed in 1996. However, our inferences about 
policymakers’ current valuations of the effects of an ADSO increase do not substitute for 
those preferences themselves. Even if our inferences are accurate, leaders of the academies, 
among the military departments, and in DOD may change their valuations of each effect 
over time. When they do, they can return to the two-step framework to understand how 
changes in valuations translate to arguments for increasing or decreasing the ADSO. They 
can also use the framework to re-evaluate the justification for an ADSO change as 
experimental evidence reveals unanticipated effects. 

2. Decreasing the ADSO 
Given our expectation that increasing the ADSO would decrease class diversity, 

academic qualifications, and intercollegiate sports competitiveness, we may expect that the 
opposite change would produce opposite effects. In the previous section we found that class 
diversity in particular has become more important since Congress undid the most recent 
ADSO increase in 1996. By the same logic as our framework in the previous section, this 
increased importance of class diversity offers justification for decreasing the ADSO. 

In general, decreasing the ADSO would allow the academies to attract students who 
would otherwise decline an appointment or not apply in the first place. Students who would 
make special contributions to diversity, academics, or athletics are special cases of this 
primary benefit. The primary drawback of decreasing the ADSO would be decreased 
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retention in the fifth year of graduates’ active duty service (and earlier years of service if 
the ADSO were decreased by more than one year). 

A concern at least as old as the 1990/91 NDAA is that decreasing the ADSO to four 
years would equate the initial ADSOs for academy and four-year ROTC graduates, and 
that equal ADSOs between these two sources contradict their unequal levels of 
investment.425 This concern could arise from multiple perspectives. From an efficiency 
perspective, this concern could arise from the premise that greater investment is only 
justified if it yields greater retention. However, there are many facets of ROI beyond 
retention, as we explored in chapter 3. Also, precedents abound where services invest 
intensely in a selection of members without imposing a longer ADSO. Such precedents 
include Army Ranger School, Navy Nuclear Power School, and the Air Force Combat 
Rescue Officer Development course. 

Concern about equal ADSOs for academy and four-year ROTC/NROTC graduates 
may also arise from a fairness perspective in that academy graduates receive greater 
investments, so perhaps they should be obligated to serve longer. However, cadets and 
midshipmen gain their status through a selective application process. Thus, fairness across 
commissioning sources manifests not in those sources’ relative ADSOs, but in their 
selection processes. If cadets and midshipmen gain their scarce status on the basis of merit, 
their enjoyment of greater investment for the same ADSO is not necessarily unfair. 

3. Supplementing the ADSO with an Obligation to Serve in the Selected Reserve 
Another option for changing the ADSO would be to increase the duration, but allow 

officers to serve any of the increase in the SELRES. For example, officers could be 
obligated to serve five years on active duty and a sixth year on active duty or in the 
SELRES. This option represents a compromise between the status quo and a six-year 
ADSO. 

The SELRES option presents potential benefits beyond the obligated year itself. First, 
reserve units could benefit from academy graduates who have just served five years on 
active duty sharing their knowledge and experience. Second, academy graduates who 
would not have served in the SELRES at all may decide to continue serving in the SELRES 
based on positive experiences in their obligated year. 

The SELRES option also presents unique potential risks. First, short SELRES 
obligations would invite frequent turnover in reserve units. Second, officers leaving active 
duty are experiencing major life transitions, including moving residence and starting a full-
time civilian job, which make it difficult to transition to a SELRES position. Officers’ 
opportunities to join the SELRES are limited to vacancies in their area for which they are 
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qualified. Applicants to those vacant positions are not entitled to them; any given location 
and/or unit may have more applicants than vacancies. 

The SELRES option could include a waiver for officers who cannot find a SELRES 
position in their area. However, such a waiver would dilute the effect of the option on years 
served and give officers leaving active duty an incentive to locate in areas where SELRES 
opportunities are most scarce. This incentive would further dilute the effect of the option 
on years served and interfere with former active duty officers’ contributions to civilian 
communities. 

4. Variable Initial ADSO 
In this section we consider the option of offering initial ADSOs of varying durations 

to applicants. Varying the ADSO serves to capture the benefits of increasing and 
decreasing the ADSO in a targeted fashion. By offering longer ADSOs to some applicants, 
the services could improve retention among graduates. By offering shorter ADSOs to some 
applicants, the services could recruit applicants who otherwise would not have accepted. 

Ideally, academy admissions offices could identify the maximum ADSO each 
applicant would accept. Then, offering to each desired applicant their maximum acceptable 
ADSO would maximize those applicants’ retention. In practice, admissions offices have 
imperfect information about applicants’ maximum acceptable ADSOs. One option for 
admissions offices to use their imperfect information would be to offer shorter ADSOs to 
more desirable applicants, and vice versa. This option entails the risk that more desirable 
applicants would have accepted a longer ADSO. A simple implementation without that 
risk would be to offer a six-year ADSO to wait-listed applicants. The risk of that 
implementation would be decreased acceptance rates among those applicants, and therefore 
decreased quality among those that accept. Another option would be for admissions offices 
to estimate each applicant’s maximum acceptable ADSO and offer each desired applicant 
their respective estimate. However, estimating each applicant’s maximum acceptable 
ADSO would strain the admissions decisions process and entail some error. 

Another option would be to implement a mechanism by which each applicant reveals 
their maximum acceptable ADSO in their application. As we discussed in section 4.D, we 
can expect applicants to overstate their maximum acceptable ADSO unless that stated 
ADSO materializes in their offer of appointment. On the other hand, applicants lack an 
incentive to state any willingness to accept a greater-than-minimum ADSO unless doing 
so improves their probability of admission. Therefore, an effective mechanism would 
involve an item on the academy application that asks the applicant to state the maximum 
ADSO they would be willing to accept, prefaced by the following information: 
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• The admissions office will favor higher stated ADSOs in its evaluation of 
applications. 

• If an applicant is admitted, their offer of appointment will include their stated 
ADSO. 

Ideally, the item would quantify the value of a higher stated ADSO. As a notional 
example, the item could state “the admissions office expects that each additional year of 
ADSO will be worth a 10-point increase in the SAT score or a 0.1-point increase in GPA 
for the average applicant.” The potential responses could be limited to whole years or 
whole months, and could be bounded above and/or below. 

This mechanism is an implementation of a sealed-bid multi-unit auction, which 
Maskin and Riley (2000) show maximizes seller revenue as long as bids have an 
appropriate lower bound. In the context of academy admissions, “seller revenue” translates 
to ROI, “bid” translates to all features of each applicant, including their stated ADSO, and 
“appropriate lower bound” translates to the policy-mandated minimum ADSO and all other 
admission requirements. The minimum ADSO is currently five years, but decreasing the 
minimum ADSO could give admissions offices the flexibility to consider higher-quality 
applicants who are not willing to accept a five-year ADSO. 

In asserting that the sealed-bid multi-unit auction maximizes revenue, we presume 
that admissions offices are willing and able to evaluate the ROI in applicants, at least in 
expectation. The admissions offices are already responsible for evaluating candidates over 
the variety of benefits that constitute ROI, but currently do not need to consider ADSO 
variation. Part of introducing a mechanism like that described above would be for the 
services to deliberate on how to value higher stated ADSOs among applicants. That 
deliberation may involve not only the admissions offices, but officials responsible for 
managing the distribution of experience levels throughout the force. Outputs of such 
deliberation may include expected exchange rates of stated ADSO with the SAT score 
and/or GPA, separate admission standards for each level of stated ADSO, and/or 
hypothetical examples of comparable applications with different stated ADSOs. 

The optimality of the mechanism also presumes that applicants understand and 
believe academy claims about how their stated ADSO affects their probability of 
admission. The academies should make such claims and outputs of deliberation on them 
clear in the application. Then the academies should evaluate applicants in a manner faithful 
to those claims. Transparency and consistency in how ADSO bids will be used and are 
actually used to evaluate applicants are not only virtuous aspirations, they are essential to 
the success of the sealed-bid ADSO mechanism. Transparency and consistency also 
mitigate the risk that applicants, their families, alumni, officials, or the public perceive 
unfairness in how ADSO bids are used to evaluate applicants whether or not any unfairness 
exists. 
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Compared to constant changes to the ADSO, the auction mechanism has advantages 
for DOD and for applicants. DOD enjoys greater retention (from high bidders) and/or 
greater flexibility in considering applicants (from low bidders). The auction grants agency 
to applicants in that applicants with a high willingness to serve have a way to credibly 
communicate that willingness, and thereby improve their chances of admission. The 
mechanism does not impose a particular ADSO on any applicant, deterring outcry from 
stakeholders who oppose a particular duration. 

On the other hand, agency is only valuable to applicants to the extent that they are 
rational and informed. Applicants, some who may be as young as 16 years old, already 
consider a commitment of at least nine years of their lives (four years in the academy and 
at least five years on active duty).426 The auction mechanism would ask applicants to 
consider their willingness to serve additional years on active duty 10and/or more years into 
the future. The auction mechanism entails a risk of a “winner’s curse,” where some high 
bidders are not those most sure of their willingness to serve, but rather those most 
misinformed about their willingness to serve. The result would be a group of disgruntled 
officers who regret their long ADSOs. Such disgruntlement presents a risk to readiness and 
is antithetical to the concept of an “all-volunteer force.” Note that this risk exists in the 
status quo, where an academy graduate may regret accepting a five-year ADSO before that 
ADSO ends. However, granting applicants the ability to accept longer ADSOs exacerbates 
the risk. 

A variable initial ADSO also risks social division among cadets, midshipmen, and 
academy graduates along initial ADSO durations. On one hand, those who gave high bids 
may be viewed by their peers as inferior, having needed to bid higher to gain an 
appointment. On the other hand, those who gave high bids may be viewed as more devoted 
to military service. Either way, variable initial ADSOs could harm cohesion within 
academy classes. This harm would be unquantifiable and could take multiple classes to 
manifest, which would make it impossible to detect in a one-class pilot. 

Beyond social effects, a variable initial ADSO could harm the ethos of service as a 
military officer by making that service more transactional. Ideally, an officer serves in an 
all-volunteer force because they desire to do so, not because they are obligated to do so, 
and because DOD deems them the most qualified volunteer for their current and future 
positions, not because they agreed to an obligation. A variable initial ADSO is a shift 
toward rewarding applicants’ willingness to serve as opposed to other qualifications, 
including leadership, fitness, academic excellence, honor, and diversity. Any resulting 
harm to the ethos of military service, like the aforementioned social harm, would be 
unquantifiable and potentially insidious. The risks of these two harms show that, if DOD 

                                                 
426 Applicants must be at least 17 years of age by July 1 of their year of admission. 



127 

and Congress seek greater return on the investment in academy graduates without 
lengthening ADSOs for all, they are on a collision course with the core values that the 
academies strive to inculcate. 

5. ADSO Extensions for Cadets and Midshipmen 
In this section we describe options for DOD to offer ADSO extensions to cadets and 

midshipmen. These options have three primary advantages over options to change the 
initial ADSO. First, ADSO extensions empower students to use information they gain 
about military service and themselves during their first year(s) at an academy. Compared 
to offering longer ADSOs at the time of application, offering ADSO extensions to 
experienced cadets and midshipmen entails a smaller risk of disgruntlement among future 
officers who regret their longer obligations. However, the risk of making service more 
transactional, as discussed in the previous section, remains. 

Second, ADSO extensions allow DOD to turn special academy experiences or 
privileges into improved retention. Each academy offers special experiences, such as study 
abroad programs, to a subset of cadets or midshipmen. Some cadets and midshipmen may 
be willing to extend their ADSOs to gain these experiences. This willingness is more likely 
for experiences with a shortage of availability, where interested students must apply and 
only some are selected.  

Third, tying ADSO extensions to special experiences enables the academies to fine-
tune the level of participation from year to year. Thus, the academies can control the 
resulting boost to obligated service to match service demands. If the services demand 
greater mid-career retention from academy graduates, the academies can offer more and 
more attractive experiences. Otherwise, the academies can keep those experiences selective 
and cost-effective. 

The ADSO extension option permits any of a wide array of creative offerings. 
Academies could offer any of the following items to cadets and midshipmen in exchange 
for an ADSO extension of one or more years: 

• Study abroad 

• Study at another academy 

• Study at a civilian U.S. university 

• Graduate education 

• Preference for assigned branch after graduation 

• Preference for assigned location after graduation 

• Monetary bonus 
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ADSO extension offerings are ripe for experimentation. The academies already offer 
some items and others would take minimal effort to begin offering. If cadets and 
midshipmen were unwilling to accept such an item for an ADSO extension, the academies 
can try other items. Whether or not a given item made for a worthwhile offering, the 
academies will learn about which items cadets and midshipmen value. 

All else equal, an item is more likely to be a worthwhile offering the more it: 

• Entices the most desirable cadets and midshipmen, 

• Improves participants’ quality of service, 

• Is immediately conferred to participants,  

• Avoids interfering with officer career paths, and 

• Avoids straining academy and military department budgets. 

Thus, each item has advantages and disadvantages. For example, graduate education 
may particularly entice the brightest cadets and midshipmen and have special potential to 
improve participants’ quality of service, but incurs large direct and opportunity costs and 
cannot be conferred immediately. A bonus can be conferred immediately and does not 
interfere with officers’ career paths, but does not particularly entice the most desirable 
cadets or midshipmen, does not improve quality of service, and incurs large direct costs. 
The optimal combination of offerings depends on the relative importance of these 
advantages and disadvantages to the military departments. 

Some of the military departments already offer items in exchange for an ADSO 
extension. For example, the Army Career Satisfaction Program (CSP) offers preference for 
branch assignment, preference for post assignment, or formerly, graduate education in 
exchange for a three-year ADSO extension.427 The Army offers the CSP to academy and 
ROTC graduates alike. 

C. Non-ADSO Options 
ADSO changes are a single constellation in a vast space of policy options for 

improving ROI in academy graduates. Any policy option that improves the experiences of 
cadets, midshipmen, or commissioned officers could improve ROI through retention and/or 
quality of service. Policy options that improve the experiences of commissioned officers 
could improve ROI not only for academy graduates, but throughout the officer corps. 
Despite this assessment’s focus on academy graduates, this section embraces such more 
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general policy options, and so should policymakers. However, some policy options would 
be unique to or uniquely facilitated by the academy experience. 

1. Prevent Toxic Leadership 
One avenue for improving quality and quantity of officer service is to reduce the 

prevalence of toxic leaders. Toxic leadership can reduce retention by discouraging 
subordinates to continue serving. Reed and Bullis (2009) finds that 57% of senior military 
officers and civilians attending the U.S. Army War College “seriously considered leaving 
their service or agency because of the way they were treated by a supervisor.”428 Reed and 
Olsen (2010) posed the same item to Army majors attending the Command and General 
Staff College, of whom 61% responded affirmatively.429 Langkamer and Ervin (2008) and 
Steele (2011) find that toxic leadership affects retention through reduced morale.430 Thus, 
toxic leadership can affect any facet of career quality that depends on morale. For example, 
Hannah, et al. (2013) finds that abusive supervision increased unethical behaviors among 
U.S. Soldiers serving in Iraq.431 

Most of the large literature on toxic leadership in the armed forces focuses on active 
duty members. Boger (2016) recommends 360-degree assessments and unit climate 
surveys adapted to detect traits of toxic leaders.432 Daniel and Metcalf (2015) echoes those 
recommendations and adds recommendations to make officers more accountable for 
development of their subordinate officers and to expand emotional intelligence training.433 
Lorenzo, et al. (2017) also recommends 360-degree assessments in addition to educating 
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service members to identify toxic leadership in themselves and others.434 Steele (2011) 
argues that mitigating toxic leadership is primarily a matter of shrewd leader assessment 
and selection rather than rehabilitation of toxic leaders, and identify the 360-degree 
assessment as an important tool for mitigating toxic leadership. 

Dobbs and Do (2019) performed semi-structured interviews of USAFA cadets on 
toxic leadership and organizational cynicism.435 The interviews revealed a high prevalence 
of cynicism among cadets due to toxic leadership: 

“…almost all cadets (26 of 29) mentioned feelings of cynicism toward the 
organization without prompting. Most cadets attributed their cynicism to 
treatment by their leadership in several specific circumstances: the use of a 
classic trope “When I Was Your Age” (specifically used at the Academy as 
“We Had It Tougher Last Year” [WHITLY]), [authoritarian leadership] in 
the form of micromanagement, perception that commanders did not care 
for cadets, and the experience of unmet expectations.” 

In addition to 360-degree assessments, the Dobbs and Do recommends educating 
administrators, supervisors, and other leaders about toxic leadership and cynicism. 

2. Personalize Assignments to Officer Preferences 
Officers have preferences over the location, timing, and other characteristics of their 

assignments. We may expect that officers whose assignments better match their 
preferences are more likely to continue serving. Falk and Rogers (2011) finds evidence for 
this expectation through interviews of officers who separated from active service between 
the pay grades of O-2 and O-5 (predominantly O-3’s).436 Lack of career control and quality 
of life were the most common important reasons, exceeding military bureaucracy, weak 
superiors, operational tempo, and compensation. Yet career and life preferences vary 
widely from officer to officer, which complicates efforts to cater to those preferences.437 
Markets allow each member to pursue their own preferences, effectively decentralizing the 
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assignment process. Each of the military departments has implemented a talent 
marketplace.438 Continuing to improve these marketplaces will help to improve ROI. 

3. Inform Officers About the Drawbacks of Leaving Active Duty 
Hansen and Nataraj (2011) hypothesizes that officers have optimism bias regarding 

the prospect of leaving active duty for civilian employment.439 In particular, it hypothesizes 
that officers overestimate the ease of finding comparable civilian employment and 
underestimate the costs of separating. Under this hypothesis, informing officers to correct 
their biases would improve retention. The authors note that the academy and ROTC 
environments could facilitate the dissemination of this information through leaders who 
are already responsible for preparing future officers. 

Hansen and Nataraj (2011) elaborates on options for assembling information about 
the benefits and opportunity costs of active duty employment. However, those options 
deserve reconsideration after a decade of advancement in social media and other 
mechanisms for information collection and dissemination. 

4. Offer Briefer Education Opportunities at the Academies 
The academies currently focus on providing four years of baccalaureate education to 

future officers. Students enrolled at other universities may apply to the academies, but they 
enter as first-year students (“plebes”) regardless of their previous course credit. Allowing 
ROTC cadets and midshipmen to transfer into later years could liberate first-year 
appointments, increasing the number of officers with a five-year ADSO. As officers, 
ROTC-academy transfers could embody a cultural bridge between the two commissioning 
sources. This program would entail three primary challenges. First, the academies would 
need to ensure that a two-year academy experience is sufficient to instill accepted ROTC 
transfers with the academic, military, and cultural proficiencies expected of an academy 
graduate. Second, the academies would need to preserve class cohesion between ROTC 
transfers and four-year cadets and midshipmen. Third, the academies would need to 
establish new nomination and evaluation processes for transfer applicants. 

                                                 
438 Sean Kimmons, “Army Talent Management Program Growing,” Fort Leavenworth Lamp, January 30, 

2020, https://www.ftleavenworthlamp.com/department-of-defense/2020/01/30/army-talent-
management-program-growing/; Jared Serbu, “Navy Opens ‘Marketplace’ to Help Move Itself into 
Modern Age of Talent Management,” Federal News Network, June 10, 2020, 
https://federalnewsnetwork.com/federal-insights/2020/06/navy-opens-marketplace-to-help-move-itself-
into-modern-age-of-talent-management/; Kat Bailey, “Talent Marketplace Assignment System Expands 
to all Officer Specialty Codes,” U.S. Air Force News, January 31, 2019, https://www.af.mil/News/ 
Article-Display/Article/1745057/talent-marketplace-assignment-system-expands-to-all-officer-
specialty-codes/. 

439 Hansen, and Nataraj, Expectations About Civilian Labor Markets. 
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A more extreme option would be for the academies to change from four-year 
baccalaureate programs to shorter commissioning programs. Foreign academies such as 
the British Royal Military Academy Sandhurst and the French École navale commission 
college-educated officers through a one-year course. Both foreign academies also offer a 
commissioning program analogous to the Officer Candidate Schools of the U.S. Army and 
Navy. The academies could offer one-year commissioning courses to selected college 
graduates, rising college seniors, and/or enlisted members. Such a program could support 
the same number of attendees as the academies currently support, but all would graduate 
(or resign) after one year, quadrupling the number of officers commissioned through the 
academies each year. The effect of changing to such a program would be to spread the 
academy experience four times as thinly across the officer corps. In eliminating DOD’s 
most intensely resourced officer commissioning program, this option would damage 
diversity in commissioning sources. 
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6. Designs of Pilot Programs to Extend the 
Active Duty Service Obligation for Academy 

Graduates 

In this chapter we describe how DOD could pilot two of the options discussed in the 
previous chapter. A pilot would serve to inform DOD on the feasibility, benefits, and risks 
of the given option. Whereas the previous chapter discussed choices within different 
options, the designs in this chapter specify those choices. We do not claim these designs to 
maximize information gained, nor should these designs be considered authoritative or 
immutable prescriptions. Rather, these designs make some reasonable possibilities more 
concrete, illustrate how DOD could learn more about how to improve ROI, and establish 
baselines for those who intend to conduct a pilot to modify in accordance with their expert 
judgment. 

In section 4.D we describe the USMA pilot of an ADSO increase from five to six 
years. The USMA pilot already offers a design that DOD could extend to the other 
academies and/or to a larger sample. Our choice of pilot designs in this chapter reflects our 
desire to avoid redundancy with the USMA pilot. In other words, given the information we 
have gained from the USMA pilot, we prefer pilot designs that are more likely to provide 
new information. Therefore, we do not present a design of a pilot of an invariant ADSO 
change. 

On the other hand, we prefer pilot designs that better leverage the unique experience 
of the USMA pilot, including information on the administrative process of modifying the 
ADSO, stakeholder reactions, and important evaluation metrics. Also, the Congressional 
impetus for this assessment emphasized ADSO-based options for improving ROI in 
academy graduates. Therefore, despite our exploration of non-ADSO options in section 
5.C, our pilot designs are ADSO-based. In section 5.B we discussed two options that would 
produce variation in ADSOs across cadets and midshipmen—variable initial ADSOs and 
ADSO extensions. In this chapter we present a pilot design for each of those options. 

We organize each pilot design into three stages: planning, implementation, and 
evaluation. Planning refers to identifying essential roles and ensuring that a person or 
system is ready to serve each of those roles. Implementation refers to communicating the 
option to stakeholders (most importantly applicants), recording option enrollment, and 
following through with the implications of the option, such as longer ADSOs. Evaluation 
refers to measuring the effects of the option relative to the status quo. 
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A. Design of a Pilot of a Sealed-bid ADSO 
The sealed-bid mechanism empowers applicants to select a higher ADSO to improve 

their competitiveness for admission. The essential parameters of the sealed-bid mechanism 
to specify include the ADSO values applicants can select and how much each ADSO value 
improves an applicant’s competitiveness. Informative messaging to applicants and the 
public about the sealed-bid mechanism is just as important. 

The sealed-bid mechanism relies on applicants’ incentives to outbid each other to 
improve their chances of admission. Therefore, each applicant’s bidding behavior depends 
not only on their own opportunity to bid a higher ADSO, but on every other applicant’s 
ability to bid a higher ADSO. Therefore, the sealed-bid mechanism does not support a 
treatment-control framework like that of the USMA pilot. If only some applicants had the 
ability to bid, they would have weaker incentives to bid for a higher ADSO than if all 
applicants had the ability to bid. Such a treatment-control framework could not provide an 
unbiased estimate of the effects of the option. 

Fortunately, planning, implementing, and evaluating the sealed-bid ADSO for all 
applicants is administratively and methodologically feasible. The most burdensome 
activity that scales with the size of the sample is incorporating the bids in applicant 
evaluations. Activities such as agreeing on advance guidance for evaluating applications, 
modifying the initial application, and performing statistical analyses are not more 
burdensome with a larger sample.440 From the perspective of methodological feasibility, 
we are not concerned about a decrease in applications because applicants retain the ability 
to select the status quo five-year ADSO. While we are concerned about changes to class 
quality and diversity (“class composition”), we explain in section 6.A.3 how a statistical 
distribution of the incoming class under the status quo can allow us to estimate effects on 
class composition in lieu of a control group. 

1. Planning 
The academies would each assign responsibility for each the following roles to one 

or more people: 

• Modify the initial application 

• Change the online version of the application to reflect modifications 

• Release information about the pilot to the public 

                                                 
440 In this section, we use the term “initial application” to refer to the USMA “Candidate Questionnaire,” 

the USNA “Preliminary Application,” and the USAFA “Pre-candidate Questionnaire.” For each 
academy, the initial application requests basic identifying information and college entrance exam 
scores, is the first form applicants submit, and is due 31 December. 
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• Answer questions about the pilot from applicants, officials, and the public 

• Record bids 

• Evaluate applications with and without considering bids 

• Ensure sensible consideration of bids 

• Modify offer letters 

• Perform statistical analyses to quantify effects 

The academies would also each convene a panel to decide how to incorporate ADSO 
bids into admissions decisions. Each panel would be led by the academy director of 
admissions and include the individual(s) responsible for releasing information about the 
pilot to the public, the individual(s) responsible for evaluating applications, and a 
representative from the service assistant secretariat for manpower and reserve affairs. The 
panel would agree on expected “exchange rates” between an additional year of ADSO and 
SAT and ACT scores. The panel would also compose a press release to announce the pilot 
to the public. The press release would include contact information for the individual(s) 
responsible for answering questions about the pilot. 

2. Implementation 
Implementation would begin with modification of the initial application to inform 

applicants about the sealed-bid mechanism and allow them to bid. The following item 
would appear in offline and online versions of the application with the bracketed 
placeholders filled: 

As a graduate of [academy], you would incur an eight-year military service 
obligation, the first five years of which you would be obligated to serve on active duty, and 
the remainder of which you could serve on active duty, in the selected reserve [link to 
official DOD or military department description of the SELRES], or in the individual ready 
reserve [link to official DOD or military department description of Individual Ready 
Reserve (IRR)]. You may increase the number of years you would be obligated to serve on 
active duty up to three years. This increase would not change your eight-year military 
service obligation. You would serve this increase only after fulfilling any other active duty 
service obligations, such as obligations specific to your career field. Agreeing to a longer 
obligation will improve the competitiveness of your application. The admissions office 
expects that each additional year will be equivalent to a [SAT exchange rate]-point higher 
SAT score or [ACT exchange rate]-point higher ACT score for the average applicant. 

How many additional years do you agree to serve on active duty after graduation? 

O 0 years  O 1 year O 2 years O 3 years 
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Before releasing the modified application, each academy would announce the pilot in 
a press release and post the announcement on their respective websites. The individual(s) 
responsible for answering questions about the pilot from applicants, officials, and the 
public would not withhold any information about the pilot, but would be as transparent, 
responsive, and informative as law and resources allow. 

The academies would produce two evaluations of each application, one evaluation 
that incorporates the bid, and another that does not. For applicants who bid zero additional 
years, these evaluations would be identical. The academies would record separate applicant 
rankings for each type of evaluation, but only send offers based on evaluations that 
incorporate the bid. The academies ensure that each offer letter contains the ADSO 
duration to which the applicant agreed. 

The individual(s) responsible for ensuring sensible consideration of bids would check 
the two rankings for consistency with the statement that “a longer obligation will improve 
the competitiveness of your application.” Specifically, if applicant A bid higher than 
applicant B, and applicant A is ranked higher than applicant B without bids incorporated, 
applicant A should be ranked higher than applicant B with bids incorporated. This basic 
condition should hold for all possible pairs of evaluated applicants throughout the applicant 
evaluation process. The individual(s) responsible for ensuring sensible consideration of 
bids should check this condition (or provide an automated way to check the condition) 
immediately prior to each offer or batch of offers. If the condition fails for one or more 
pairs, evaluators should revise their evaluations to resolve the failures. 

3. Evaluation 
The primary effect of the sealed-bid ADSO is on the durations of ADSOs of 

appointees. For each appointee, this effect is the amount of their bid in excess of five years. 
The overall effect is the sum of effects over all appointees. This sum is the primary benefit 
of the sealed-bid ADSO to DOD. However, this benefit will not accrue to DOD for 
appointees who elect not to affirm. On one hand, we may expect cadets and midshipmen 
facing a longer ADSO to be less likely to affirm, which would dilute the primary benefit 
of the option. On the other hand, we may expect cadets and midshipmen who voluntarily 
bid for a longer ADSO, and thereby credibly signaled a high willingness to serve, to be 
more likely to affirm. Given our lack of prior information on the relationship between 
affirmation and ADSO bid, empirical affirmation rates by ADSO duration are precious for 
evaluating the option. DOD will need to wait for the incoming class to complete their 
second year to observe these rates. 

The secondary effect of the sealed-bid ADSO is on the composition of the incoming 
class. Ideally, we could compare the composition of the class under the sealed-bid ADSO 
to the composition under the status quo. However, we can only partially observe the class 
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under the status quo because we only observe the acceptance decisions of those who 
received an offer. 

Consider the status quo ranking of applicants who did not reject an offer under the 
sealed bid. “N” of those applicants accepted an offer and the remainder did not receive an 
offer. The N-highest ranked applicants under the status quo would have received an offer 
under the status quo, and we safely assume that those among them who accepted an offer 
under the sealed bid would also have accepted under the status quo. Therefore, we know 
part of the incoming class composition that the sealed bid did not affect. 

For appointees below the N-highest ranked non-rejection applicants under the status 
quo, their inclusion in the incoming class under the status quo depends on the acceptance 
decisions of higher-ranked applicants who did not receive an offer under the sealed bid. 
For applicants below the N-highest ranked non-rejection applicants under both options, 
their inclusion in the incoming class also depends on their own acceptance decision 
conditional on receipt of an offer. We at least know that applicants ranked below all N 
appointees under the sealed bid would not receive an offer under the status quo. 

In summary, class composition under the status quo depends on the acceptance 
decision of each applicant who ranks lower than the last appointee under the sealed bid but 
higher under the status quo. If we suppose an acceptance probability for each such 
applicant, we define a statistical distribution over the set of possible incoming classes. Then 
we can estimate measures of class composition under the status quo and compare them to 
observed measures under the sealed bid. 

One way to impute acceptance probabilities would be to use the overall acceptance 
rate among applicants offered an appointment. This way would be problematic because 
acceptance probabilities may differ across the groups in which we are interested. Another 
way to impute acceptance probabilities would be to use group-specific acceptance rates. 
For example, we could impute each black woman's acceptance probability as the observed 
acceptance rate of black women, then do the same for black men, white women, etc. This 
way would be problematic because some groups may offer small samples and therefore 
risk unrealistic probabilities. For example, if five American Indian/Alaskan Native (AIAN) 
women received an offer and all accepted, we would impute a 100% acceptance probability 
for all other AIAN women. This way would also be problematic if no applicants from a 
group received an offer, because we would not have a rate for that group. 

To resolve the problems with the two issues, we recommend a hybrid method, where 
we take the weighted average of the overall acceptance rate and group-specific acceptance 
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rate. This method is known as “parametric empirical Bayes.”441 The relative weights on 
the two rates depends on their relative variances. Thus, when a given group is larger, the 
rate is more certain, so the group-specific rate gets a larger weight relative to the overall 
rate. If no applicants from a group received an offer, only the overall acceptance rate 
receives any weight. 

Having imputed acceptance probabilities, we can theoretically derive a probability for 
every possible class under the status quo. However, the number of possible classes grows 
exponentially with the number of imputations. If 10 applicants were ranked below the last 
appointee under the sealed bid but not under the status quo, there are 210 = 1,024 such 
classes, and tracking the probability of each would be computationally feasible. If there 
were instead 100 such applicants, there would be 2100, or over one trillion trillion million 
possible classes. Without knowing how many such applicants there will be, we desire an 
estimation method that does not require deriving the probability of each class. We 
recommend simulation, where we sample randomly from the distribution of possible 
classes. Each simulation gives a hypothetical class under the status quo with known 
measures of class composition.  

Class composition measures include mean grade point average, mean college entrance 
exam score, share female, share non-white, and any evaluation measures the academies use 
to score applicants, such as academic, leadership, and fitness, and overall scores. 
Evaluation differs at each academy, but the overall categories are similar for all. At 
USAFA, according to a 2016 RAND study, the final scoring of an applicant is composed 
of 60% academic metrics, 20% leadership metrics, and 20% panel scoring. Academic 
metrics are an aggregation of at least GPA, SAT/ACT scores, class rank, and national high-
school competitiveness. Leadership metrics are a combination of extracurricular activities 
and leadership in these activities. Finally, the panel score is a combination of rankings from 
the selection panel, including rankings of the written parts of the application, interviews, 
and the candidate fitness assessment.442 USNA has been less forthright with its selection 
breakdown and did not participate in two RAND admission studies,443 but we can surmise 
important criteria via USNA’s published Class of 2024 profile.444 91% of the incoming 
class participated in varsity athletics in high school, with 73% being the captain or co-

                                                 
441 George Casella, “An Introduction to Empirical Bayes Data Analysis,” The American Statistician 39, no. 

2 (1985): 83-87, https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
00031305.1985.10479400. 

442 Hardison, Burkhauser, and Hanser. United States Service Academy Admissions. 
443 Hardison, Burkhauser, and Hanser, United States Service Academy Admissions, iii; Hanser, and Oguz, 

United States Service Academy Admissions, 1. 
444 United States Naval Academy, “Class Portrait: Snapshot: Class of 2024” (United States Naval 

Academy, Annapolis, MD), https://www.usna.edu/Admissions/_files/documents/ClassPortrait.pdf. 
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captain of a sports team.445 Other categories with a high percentage of admitted students 
include community service with 90%, National Honor Society with 73 percent, and 
“Student Body Leader” with 66%.446 Along with high SAT/ACT median scores, admitted 
students are then generally expected to have significant leadership, fitness, and high 
academic standards coming out of high school. This is similar to USAFA. Additionally, 
admission to USNA may consider life experience or life challenges, as “Primary Language 
in Home Not English,” “First to Attend College in the Family,” “First Generation 
American,” and “Hardship or Adverse Life Experience” are listed at 20%, 13%, 13%, 12%, 
and 11%, respectively.447 It also appears likely that having at least one parent that is an 
alumnus of the Naval Academy is helpful, as 52 sons and 20 daughters out of 1,194 
admitted students have alumni as parents.448 

The mean of a composition measure over all simulations estimates the expected value 
of that composition measure under the status quo. Then we can compare that estimate with 
the observed value of the composition measure under the sealed bid. The estimate is subject 
to error that diminishes with the size of the sample, so more simulations are better to the 
extent that computational resources facilitate. 

The sealed-bid pilot may produce unfavorable results, for example if the sealed-bid 
mechanism leads to a much less diverse class. However, unfavorable results do not indicate 
failure of the sealed-bid mechanism, but an unfavorable valuation of bids. The academies 
must decide how to value bids in advance of implementation, but can use results of the 
pilot to revise those valuations. The simulation method permits examination of any 
counterfactual ranking, so academies can explore alternative valuation schemes to the 
extent that they can evaluate applications under those schemes. Alternative valuation 
schemes may be more complex than constant exchange rates between bids and exam 
scores. For example, the exchange rates may vary with applicant characteristics, or be 
larger for the third additional obligated year than the first. 

B. Design of a Pilot of ADSO Extensions for Cadets and Midshipmen 
In section 5.B.5 we present a list of items academies could offer to cadets and 

midshipmen in exchange for an ADSO extension. In this section we describe how DOD 
could pilot a one-year ADSO extension requirement for study abroad and academy 
exchange programs. We choose these two items for two reasons. First, each of the 
academies has an existing (but not ADSO-related) program for each item, which would 

                                                 
445 United States Naval Academy, “Class Portrait.” 
446 United States Naval Academy, “Class Portrait.” 
447 United States Naval Academy, “Class Portrait.” 
448 United States Naval Academy, “Class Portrait.” 
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facilitate planning and implementation. Second, these existing programs are “highly 
competitive,” so cadets and midshipmen would likely be willing to extend their ADSOs to 
participate.449 

1. Planning 
The academies would each assign responsibility for each the following roles to one 

or more people: 

• Release information about the ADSO extension requirement 

• Modify the program application form to clarify the ADSO extension 
requirement 

• Answer questions about the pilot 

• Recover applications from past application cycles 

• Compare applicant pools to applicant pools from previous application cycles 

Applications from past application cycles may not be available during consideration 
of the pilot. If past applications are not available, academies will need to save applications 
from the next application cycle in advance of implementing the pilot for a subsequent cycle. 
Academies should not reveal their intent to conduct the pilot in advance of a status quo 
application cycle in order to prevent increasing competition for that cycle in anticipation 
of the ADSO extension requirement. 

2. Implementation 
In advance of opening applications for the study abroad and academy exchange 

programs, the academies would notify cadets and midshipmen of the new one-year ADSO 
extension requirement. The notification would clarify that applications would still be 
reviewed so that willingness to accept the ADSO extension would not alone be sufficient 
for participation. To help justify the ADSO extension requirement, the notification would 
mention that the requirement will filter the applicant pools into those who most value the 
opportunity. The program application forms would require the applicant to acknowledge 
their agreement to a one-year ADSO extension if they participate. 

Application reviewers would review applications as usual and award program 
participation as bounded by program capacity and/or qualification standards. The 
academies would adjust qualification standards in response to low participation at their 
discretion. 

                                                 
449 “Academics: Special Academic Program Opportunities,” United States Naval Academy website, 

accessed May 13, 2021, https://www.usna.edu/Academics/Special-Programs/index.php. 
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3. Evaluation 
The primary effect of the pilot is simple to quantify, as it is one year for each program 

participant. The pilot would likely produce secondary effects on applicant quantity and 
quality. Ideally, we would compare applicant pools under the pilot and the counterfactual 
status quo. However, conducting the pilot prevents us from observing the status quo 
scenario for the same application cycle. Our next best alternative is to compare the pilot 
applicant pools to applicant pools from past application cycles.  

Estimating the effect on applicant quantity is as simple as comparing the number of 
applicants under the pilot to the mean number of applicants from past application cycles. 
To estimate the effect on applicant quality, the academies would rank applications from 
the pilot among applications from past cycles. Then the Mann-Whitney U test (also called 
the Wilcoxon rank sum test) provides the level of statistical evidence for decreased quality 
among pilot applicants relative to previous applicants. Intuitively, the Mann-Whitney U 
statistic is, among all possible comparisons of a pilot applicant and a past applicant, the 
number of comparisons for which the pilot applicant is ranked higher. A lower U statistic 
means that pilot applicants tended to be ranked lower compared to past applicants. 
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7. Conclusion 

Graduates of the DOD service academies contribute to the U.S. in a variety of ways. 
Their contributions are not limited to a number of years served, but include quality of 
service, as evidenced by academy graduates’ high rates of selection for command and 
PME. Their contributions are not limited to military service, as evidenced by international 
cadets and midshipmen, who do not serve a day in the U.S. military but embody unique 
connections between U.S. and allied forces. Their contributions are not limited to 
quantifiable benefits, as evidenced by the academies’ emphasis on honor and leadership. 
Unquantifiable benefits of investment in academy graduates include graduates’ 
contributions to economies and communities beyond their military service. 

Academy graduates are expensive investments. Depending on the academy, we 
estimate that FY2020 graduates costed about $500,000 from appointment to 
commissioning. An intensely resourced commissioning source is a key element of an 
officer commissioning system that is diverse enough to support the diversity of potential 
future missions. In anticipation of those missions, a high level of investment per academy 
commission is not wasteful, but warranted—a hedge against potential future missions that 
will have justified that investment. 

An increase in the cost of educating academy graduates is not itself a justification for 
a policy change to improve ROI in academy graduates. An increase in cost alone does not 
answer why, if a policy change would have improved ROI today, the same change was not 
justified in the past. Policy changes can be justified when they increase benefits and/or 
decrease costs, independent of how costs have changed. Though some inputs to ROI, and 
therefore ROI itself, defy quantification, we can identify promising policy changes by 
identifying specific inputs they improve. We can begin to evaluate policy changes by 
considering their second-order effects. However, no amount of consideration can substitute 
for experimental evidence. 

One potential policy change would be to increase the initial ADSO associated with 
academy commissioning from five to six years. Congress passed this policy change in 
1989, but undid it in 1996 following outcry from the DOD, service chiefs, and the 
academies. The ADSO has not changed since 1996. Increasing the ADSO would increase 
retention, but decrease the number of students willing to accept an appointment. The 
USMA pilot provides experimental evidence that an ADSO increase would 
disproportionately dissuade top academic performers, non-whites, and women from 
accepting an offer of appointment. An ADSO increase would dissuade some of those 
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students from applying in the first place. If anything, diversity among cadets and 
midshipmen has become more important since Congress undid the last ADSO increase. 

Other ADSO changes that could improve ROI in academy graduates include 
decreasing the ADSO, supplementing the ADSO with an obligation to serve in the 
SELRES, a variable initial ADSO implemented through a sealed-bid mechanism, and 
offering special experiences to cadets and midshipmen in exchange for an ADSO 
extension. For the variable initial ADSO, the academies would decide how much to value 
higher ADSO bids, then each applicant would decide how high they are willing to bid. Any 
applicant can bid the minimum ADSO, just as they would under the status quo. For ADSO 
extensions, the academies would decide the quantity and quality of special experiences to 
offer, and cadets and midshipmen would decide which are worth an ADSO extension. 

Piloting the sealed-bid mechanism would entail more effort than piloting ADSO 
extensions. Deciding how to value higher ADSO bids, incorporating ADSO bids into 
applicant evaluations, communicating about the pilot with applicants, officials, and the 
public, and evaluating the results of the pilot would each require significant effort and 
expertise. However, allowing applicants to bid up to three additional obligated years, and 
allowing the academies to use those bids to craft incoming classes has greater potential for 
improving retention than obtaining one-year ADSO extensions from a subset of cadets and 
midshipmen. 

The variable initial ADSO and ADSO extension options have the advantage of 
empowering students and academies to act on their preferences. From a mathematical 
perspective, this advantage is critical to optimizing ROI. However, this advantage comes 
with serious risks, such as that stakeholders will perceive unfairness in the selection 
process, whether or not any unfairness exists; that applicants will come to regret their 
obligations as future officers; that academy classes will divide socially along ADSO 
durations; and that the transactional nature of the options will harm the ethos of service as 
a military officer. These risks may be insidious, such that a pilot would not reveal them, 
but they would emerge after years of implementation of the option. 

Policy changes that could improve ROI go far beyond the ADSO and even the 
academies. Any policy change that encourages officers and future officers to serve longer 
and/or better could improve ROI. Such policy changes could prevent toxic leadership, 
personalize assignments to officer preferences, inform officers about the drawbacks of 
leaving active duty, or diversify the education roles of the academies. We refer interested 
readers to option-specific papers in section 5.C. 

Whether ADSO-based or otherwise, iterative experimentation of options to improve 
ROI is vital to informing policy. No amount of anticipation and consideration of possible 
effects of a policy change can substitute for experimental experience and evidence. The 
USMA ADSO pilot is a pioneering and admirable step forward in our understanding of 
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policy options. Even failed policies, such as the 1989 ADSO increase that Congress undid 
in 1996, are valuable as they inform new attempts to improve ROI. The potential pilots we 
describe in this assessment can facilitate further policy experiments, but they represent only 
single points in a vast space of policy possibilities and on an interminable timeline of 
iterative experimentation. More important than any specific experiment is that DOD and 
the academies keep experimenting, and thus keep discovering how better to serve the U.S. 
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Appendix A. 
Answers to Senate Report Questions on ROI in 

Academy Graduates 

The June 11 Senate report that provided the impetus for this assessment asked five 
questions. This appendix pulls those questions directly from the Senate report and provides 
a one-page summary of the answers in this assessment. 

How has the real cost per military service academy graduate changed since 
1996? 

We estimate that the real cost per academy graduate rose 12.8% from FY1996 to 
FY2020, after accounting for trend deviations in the start and end years. 

How do service academy graduate retention rates compare to those of other 
commissioning sources after service members’ initial Active Duty service obligation 
is complete? 

Between five and 15 years of service, USMA graduates exhibit lower retention, 
USNA graduates exhibit comparable retention, and USAFA graduates exhibit higher 
retention compared to other sources. Low attrition between 15 and 20 years of service leads 
each academy’s retention rates to be comparable with or higher than that of each other 
source after 20 years of service. 

What effect would an increase in the initial Active Duty service obligation for 
service academy graduates have on academy application rates? 

An increase to the initial ADSO would likely decrease academy applications. Limited 
experimental evidence suggests that applications would decrease by 8%. 

How could service academies implement a policy that awards preference for 
admission to a service academy in exchange for an agreement to serve on Active Duty 
longer than the required amount of time? 

Empower each applicant to select a longer ADSO on their initial application to 
improve their competitiveness for admission. 

What other policies could the services implement to ensure an adequate return 
on investment for a service academy graduate? 

Any policy that improves cadet, midshipman, and/or officer experiences could 
improve ROI, including preventing toxic leadership and personalizing assignments to 
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officer preferences. Policies to improve officer experiences need not be limited to academy 
graduates.
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Appendix B. 
Service Academy Admission and Enrollment 

Statistics 

 

 

 
Figure 32. Percentage of Applicants Admitted at the Service Academies by Gender 2002-

2019450 
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Figure 33. Percentage of Admitted Applicants who Enrolled at the Service Academies by 

Gender 2002-2019451

                                                 
450 National Center for Education Statistics, “Integrated.” 
451 National Center for Education Statistics, “Integrated.” 
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Appendix C. 
Supplemental Material for Officer Career 

Measures 

Promotion 

 
Figure 34. Distribution of Pay Grade over Careers for USAFA Graduates 
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Figure 35. Distribution of Pay Grade over Careers for USMA Graduates 

 
Figure 36. Distribution of Pay Grade over Careers for USNA Graduates 
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Command Status 

 
Figure 37. Distribution of Command Status over Careers for USAFA Graduates 

 
Figure 38. Distribution of Command Status over Careers for USMA Graduates 
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Figure 39. Distribution of Command Status over Careers for USNA Graduates 

Selection to Senior Service Colleges 

PME 

 
Figure 40. Distribution of PME Level over Careers for USAFA Graduates 
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Figure 41. Distribution of PME Level over Careers for USMA Graduates 

 
Figure 42. Distribution of PME Level over Careers for USNA Graduates 
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JPME 

 
Figure 43. Distribution of JPME Level over Careers for USAFA Graduates 

 
Figure 44. Distribution of JPME Level over Careers for USMA Graduates 
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Figure 45. Distribution of JPME Level over Careers for USNA Graduates 

SELRES 

 
Figure 46. Distribution of Election to SELRES by MoAS Exit for USAFA Graduates 
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Figure 47. Distribution of Election to SELRES by MoAS Exit for USMA Graduates 

 
Figure 48. Distribution of Election to SELRES by MoAS Exit for USNA Graduates 
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Figure 49. Distribution Status Distribution over Careers for USAFA Graduates 

 
Figure 50. Distribution Status Distribution over Careers for USMA Graduates 
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Figure 51. Distribution Status Distribution over Careers for USNA Graduates 
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Appendix E. 
Additional Data Tables 

Table 30. Twitter Activity from Other Accounts as of May 27, 2021452 

User account West Point 
Naval 

Academy 
Air Force 
Academy Wellesley Harvard 

Tweets: 100 100 100 100 100 
Timeframe: 4 hours 17 hours 3 hours 7 days 44 minutes 
Reach: 209,809 148,906 642,458 102,545 282,321 
Impressions: 216,576 153,643 643,024 236,439 283,208 
Total Retweets: 733 651 972 133 535 
Total Favorites: 3695 4,023 6,075 635 4,967 
Replies: 19 12 28 23 47 
Sentiment: Great 

(11.0%) 
Good 

(42.0%) 
Neutral 
(23.0%) 

Bad (22.0%) 
Terrible 
(2.0%) 

Great 
(33.0%) 
Good 

(20.0%) 
Neutral 
(34.0%) 
33% Bad 
(13.0%) 

Great 
(27.0%) 
Good 

(28.0%) 
Neutral 
(42.0%) 

Bad (2.0%) 
Terrible 
(1.0%) 

Great 
(25.0%) 
Good 

(44.0%) 
Neutral 
(17.0%) 

Bad (3.0%) 
Terrible 
(11.0%) 

Great 
(25.0%) 
Good 

(32.0%) 
Neutral 
(39.0%) 

Bad (3.0%) 
Terrible 
(1.0%) 

 

  

                                                 
452 Social Bearing website, “Twitter search & analytics for '@westpoint_usma',” accessed May 27, 2021. 

https://socialbearing.com/search/user/westpoint_usma; Social Bearing website, “Twitter search & 
analytics for '@NavalAcademy',” accessed May 27, 2021, 
https://socialbearing.com/search/user/NavalAcademy; Social Bearing website, “Twitter search & 
analytics for '@AF_Academy',” accessed May 27, 2021, 
https://socialbearing.com/search/general/@AF_Academy; Social Bearing website, “Twitter search & 
analytics for '@Wellesley',” accessed May 27, 2021, https://socialbearing.com/search/user/Wellesley; 
Social Bearing website, “Twitter search & analytics for '@Harvard',” accessed May 27, 2021. 
https://socialbearing.com/search/user/Harvard.  
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Appendix H. 
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ADSO Active Duty Service Obligation 
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CCLD Center for Character and Leadership Development 
CEO Chief Executive Officer 
CFO Chief Financial Officer 
CRS Congressional Research Service 
CSP Career Satisfaction Program 
DMDC Defense Manpower Data Center 
DOD Department of Defense 
DURIP Defense University Research Instrumentation Program 
ELD Experiential Leadership Development 
FFRDC Federally Funded Research and Development Center 
GAO Government Accountability Office 
GDP Gross Domestic Product 
GPA Grade Point Average 
IDA Institute for Defense Analyses 
IPEDS Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 
IRR Individual Ready Reserve 
JPME Joint Professional Military Education 
LEAD Leadership Education and Development 
LEL Leadership, Ethics, and Law 
MoAS Months of Active Service 
NCAA National Collegiate Athletic Association 
NCES National Center for Education Statistics 
NDAA National Defense Authorization Act 
NROTC Navy Reserve Officers’ Training Corps 
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OEMA Office of Economic and Manpower Analysis 
OTS Officer Training School 

OUSD P&R Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for 
Personnel and Readiness 

PD Professional Development 
PDR Periodic Development Reviews 
PEA Physical Education Average 
PLC Marine Corps Platoon Leaders Course 
PME Professional Military Education 
PTSD Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
ROI Return on Investment 
ROTC Reserve Officers’ Training Corps 
SAT Scholastic Aptitude Test 
SERE Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape 

SFI Student-Faculty Interactions 
SELRES Selected Reserve 
STEM Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics 
USAFA United States Air Force Academy 
USMA United States Military Academy 
USNA United States Naval Academy 
USNWR United States News and World Report 
WPLDS West Point Leader Development System 
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