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Foreword

Each year, our Navy Reserve conducts selection boards to pick our most promising officers for promotion to the next paygrade. This process has been developed over the course of many years, and is designed to be perfectly objective in nature. Those with the best records will be selected, since those officers have had the greatest levels of success, and should therefore have the highest probability of continued success at the next paygrade.

Unfortunately, we cannot select 100% of our officers for promotion, which means that some are “passed over,” or failed on selection (FOS). This begins today at the O-4 level, since the O-3 Selection Board was eliminated within the past two years. Each successive paygrade means a fewer number of selectees, as the selection rate gets smaller with seniority. This is shown each year in the Fiscal Year Promotion Plan, which is released in December and shows the projected percentages of promotions at each paygrade. 

Officers who fail to select for a paygrade usually have some idea of why they were not selected. Often times they had a string of non-competitive FITREPs from a command, or perhaps they may have lacked a required qualification or command tour. They may have found out about missing records from their service record, or perhaps they had a break in service that made them less competitive than their peers. Occasionally, an officer will claim to have no idea why he or she was passed over. Even more common are the officers who will know of one or two items that were potential drawbacks while missing a few other problems.  

This study was conducted in order to find ways of helping officers in all of these categories to make it past the selection board to the next paygrade. To obtain the data used for this study, a request for information was distributed via the CNRF PAO Office. I asked for officers who had been passed over at least once, preferably more, at the O-5 and O-6 levels. The reason for this was to determine what factors were taken by these officers that were responsible for getting them past the selection board. These results were tabulated as they were received over a two month period.

Reponses were received from over 60 officers in paygrades O-4 through O-7. These officers represented members of the Unrestricted Line, Supply Corps, Civil Engineering Corps (CEC), Public Affairs (PAO), Medical & Medical Services, Intelligence, Merchant Marines, Chaplains Corps, and several LDOs. They included officers who had FOSd between 1-7 times, including three who had never managed to get selected but still wanted to report their results. In a few cases, the reports were omitted due to the FOSs occurring on active duty (prior to transfer to SELRES), as these selection boards used different criteria to select their officers. (Note – several officers who had been FOSd twice on active duty were picked up the first time as a Reservist. This occurred most often at the O-3 to O-4 level.) The resulting 58 officers who met these qualifications were used as the sample population for this study.

For the most part, the officers responding to this survey were very forthcoming in their input, often adding 2-3 pages of background history onto the list of required questions. This was very helpful in determining patterns of actions that appear to have made a difference on the board. However, despite their openness to share ideas and histories, many individuals did not want their names to appear in conjunction with this study. For this reason, no names are given with the results, and even the interesting quotes that appear within will remain anonymous.

One of the challenges in assembling this study was to take the 80+ pages of data and develop it in such a way that served two functions:  the first was to quantitatively compile and analyze the data to extract the actual factors that served to get people promoted. The second was to preserve the individual stories, as told by these fine officers, describing their “trials and tribulations” as they strived for success. This includes anecdotal information on career pitfalls, emotional and attitudinal factors, use of mentors and other helpful people, etc., that is all great material for those caught in the FOS cycle.  This information, while harder to depict than the simple numbers, is equally as useful and may potentially contain the key that helps someone make it “over the hump.” I have tried to include these examples, where useful, while maintaining the privacy of the source.

Before proceeding any further, I would also like to say that this is not a scientific study, as no formal polling techniques were used, nor was any in-depth statistical analysis performed on the returned inputs. Rather, simple tabulations were maintained which are presented throughout this study to show actions taken by officers prior to their selection boards. Additionally, the factors reported by these officers may or may not have been those actually responsible for their selections. (e.g., an officer who reported that they were promoted because of a new photograph may, in fact, have actually been selected because of their latest FITREP.) Rather than try to decipher the critical factor(s) for each case, I decided to include all of them and allow the reader to view the total picture, thus giving them a wider course of actions to take to increase their own chances of selection.

This study also included a second (and smaller) phase, in which I contacted each member of the FY04 URL O-6 selection board to ask them for advice on FOSd officers. The question posed to them was “did you observe any single, concrete factors that were responsible for moving an already-FOSd officer past the board to the next paygrade?” The responses that came back (from various Flag and senior O-6 board members) were very useful, and are included in a separate section of this report.

This report has two main audiences; those who were FOSd and are looking for ways to get promoted, and those officers who are looking to help this group make the grade. Both of these groups are very important in this equation. While answering APPLY emails, I often receive queries about how to become more competitive on selection boards, and how to insure a first-round promotion. This is not always possible, for as we discussed earlier, the selection boards are limited by constraints imposed by ROPMA so that a certain number of officers will fail to select. However, through the cases outlined in this report, we develop a “top ten” list of things to avoid, and a corresponding list of things to do that will correct a problem before it results in a failed selection board. 

The second audience who can benefit from this study, those in a CO, mentor, or other supervisory role, might use this report to review warning signs that signal an impending FOS. Many of these items are now part of our regular training as COs (e.g. ROLC, FITREP writing training, and other mentoring preparations), which help us to avoid making these mistakes ourselves. However, as in all studies there are a few “gems” of wisdom that were submitted by officers who found ways around the conventional thinking to gain a promotion. I hope that these are emphasized inside these pages so that they are readily accessible and useful to anyone in a command billet who is looking for ideas on getting their people promoted. 

Please feel free to use this study in any way that benefits your needs. If you have been FOSd on a recent selection board, take a look at the factors and actions that have moved some of your fellow officers past that point and allowed them to progress further in their careers. Likewise, if you are a Commanding Officer, a mentor, or some other form of senior officer in a position to help, you may find some insightful points in here that can help you with a similar case. Since no studies are completely inclusive or exhaustive, I would greatly appreciate any thoughts or additions that you may have. Inputs of any form are always welcome. I can be reached at (315) 986-4324, or via email at captweill@aol.com
One last point to make here: please feel free to make copies of this document for distribution without my consent. This pertains to both paper and electronic versions of this report. Share this study as much as possible so that we can help those officers who have FOSd to break that cycle and become competitive once again. If you would like to receive an electronic copy of this report (which you can forward as desired), please feel free to contact me at the email address given above, and I will send you a copy.  

The Test Population

The solicitation for input for this study was distributed via the CNRF PAO Office. Responses were collected via email, although telephone interviews were conducted in a few cases where more information was required.

Over 60 responses were collected, although only 58 of these responses were utilized in this study. Most of the inputs that were discarded were from officers who had failed to select on active duty promotion boards, but were promoted on their first look as a SELRES. Since the factors affecting our SELRES population differs from those who are on active duty, these observations were not considered as valid input for this report. 

The officers who replied to the survey solicitation were primarily in paygrades O-4 and O-5 when they failed to select for their promotions. (In other words, they FOSd on either the O-5 or the O-6 selection board.)  The number of times that they failed to select varied greatly, from the minimum of once to a maximum of six. This data is displayed in the table below.
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This table requires some explanation, even though it displays a fairly simple set of data. What is shown here are the numbers of officers in each paygrade, and the number of times they FOSd before getting selected to the next paygrade. For example, the first set of bars appears over the [1 year] increment, and shows that 15 officers failed to select for O-5 and 6 officers failed to select for O-6. Each of these officers was selected for promotion on their second look. Likewise the figures over the [2 year] figure show the numbers of officers who FOSd twice before picking up their promotion the third year. Note – these figures are not cumulative, so each year’s increment display a separate set of officers. 

Note: this table does not show the three officers who responded to this survey who were never promoted.

This study included a great many URL officers from the SWO, air, and subsurface communities. These officers made up approximately 72% of the input. The remainder was comprised of the designators and communities shown in the chart below.

[image: image2.emf]Designators represented in survey

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

URL

Medical PAO

CEC Intel Merch.Marine LDO

Chaplain

Supply


The results for individual designators are not broken out separately, as there was very little apparent difference in factors cited for FOSs. Occasionally, remarks made by individuals of one particular community or another may be called out later in this report, but they posed no statistical significance to the overall results. 

Reasons for FOS

FITREPs

Of all the reasons why officers failed to select for promotion, the overriding reason was Fitness Reports. This should come as no surprise to anyone, since the boards pride themselves on their ability to objectively grade officers based upon their performance of service as documented by these records.

Of the 58 officers polled in this study, exactly half (29) reported that they had serious issues with FITREPs. These problems varied widely in nature from being mediocre, to missing FITREPs, to declining trends and other issues of writing and scoring. The table below shows the breakdown of these issues, with the roll-up figure given in the far right-hand column.

Issue
Sub-

Category
Total

FITREP Problems

29

Mediocre/”Pack” or “Pack minus” FITREPs
18


Missing FITREP(s)
7


Declining trend FITREPs
2


1-of-1 FITREPs
1


EPs “left on table” FITREPs
1


Lack of CO/OIC tour

14

Non-productive years in record

10

Time in IRR
7


UNSAT years
2


Broken service
1


Had a designator change late in career (close to Board year)

6

Member of an overly challenging unit (drill schedule, experience)

4

Transferred into Reserves late in career (from active Duty)

4

Too much time spent on ADSW orders (e.g. 3-5 years)

4

No photo or outdated photo

4

Personal work or family conflict interfered with Reserves

4

Member was not aware that they were in zone for promotion

3

No degree, or insufficient degree for billet

2

“Homesteading” in same unit for too many years

2

Left standard “pipeline” of career path for current designator

2

Missing awards from service record

2

PRT Failure

1

Was considered too “junior in zone” for EP/MP FITREPs

1

The biggest reason for officers being passed over was the self-admitted weak FITREP (or trend of FITREPs). Here, officers recognized patterns of extended “pack” FITREPs that failed to distinguish them from their peers. Usually, these were ‘PROMOTE” reports that fell below the Early Promote (EPs) and Must Promote (MPs) of their fellow officers. In some cases, these did not matter as much if they were superceded by 1-2 series of follow-on commands where they were rated in the MP-EP range. However, a consistent string of P scores was viewed negatively in all circumstances.

Missing FITREPs were also cited routinely, especially when Naval Personnel Command went to digitalizing the service records. (This process was occurring in the time period between 1999-2000.) In some cases, service records that had 100% of all FITREPs for one year’s Board had serious discrepancies the following year. This brought out the importance for all officers to thoroughly check their records each and every year, even if they received a perfect “thumbs up” for the previous year’s board. In any case, FITREPs that were missing were a sure-fire flag to the board that someone was not watching their own service record, especially if the gap exceeded 90 days. All officers must proactively search their own record for gaps, including those where a concurrent FITREP appears to  cover a time period where no other Regular report appears. 

Declining trends in FITREPs from the same command, especially if signed by the same CO, will have a hugely negative impact on your chances for promotion. Even if your briefer glosses over this fact, other voting members in the tank will be sure to catch this, (the “fireflies” with their laser pointers), and will vote your record lower. Try to avoid this at all costs, and write a letter to the Board providing an explanation if necessary. Or, better yet, have your CO do this for you if there is a logical explanation that will help your cause.

Another problem that can be difficult to resolve is the long string of ‘1-of-1’ EP Fitness Reports. These are reports which show that you are the top officer…but that you were not competing against anyone else. This can be a problem, especially if you did not fare well when you were ranked against others in a previous (or subsequent) command. However, if you have had a long string of these ‘1-of-1’ reports due to a positive factor (such as the fact that you’ve always been in command), it shouldn’t be a concern. Once again, write a letter to Board if you are truly concerned, and then let them judge you by your merits.

Finally, the factors of grading summary (EP vs. MP) must be addressed, as these scores are important to the voting members of your Board. In today’s environment, if you are a ‘1-of-1’ you simply must be an EP. A Commanding Officer who leaves an EP “on the table” and scores you an MP is doing a grave disservice to you, and endangering your chances on the Board. When the new FITREP/eval system came into being in 1996, many officers abided by the code that “an officer who did everything as expected was a 3.0. Promotable.” And for a year or two this was the accepted norm. However, grade inflation has since taken over, and these scores (especially the P or MP vs. an EP) will sink you in today’s environment. If you have any 1-of-1 ‘MPs’ or ‘Ps,’ try to have your ex-CO write a letter to the Board explaining the old paradigm and why he gave you those scores. It just might make the difference to carry you to the next paygrade.

Lack of Leadership Tour

The second biggest reason listed for failure to select (in 14 cases) was the absence of a command tour. This means any tour in which the officer was placed in charge of  a unit, including those titled Commanding Officer (CO), Officer-in-Charge (OIC), or the old Gaining Command Liaison Officer (GCLO). All of these are viewed as command tours by the selection board, although the ‘CO’ title obviously carries more weight than do the others. 

Officers who are looking at selection to O-6 should have had command at several stages along the way. This should include at least one O-5 command tour, as officers who have been in staff billets without this command experience are at a distinct competitive disadvantage. In some of the responses, officers stated that they had had “no CO or XO tours in their entire career as a SELRES.” This jeopardized not only selections to O-6, but to O-5 as well. 

One final note on this subject, because we’ll revisit this topic when we discuss the Reasons for Eventual Promotion. The presence of command tours, even recent ones, does not guarantee that a FOSd officer will be selected for promotion. One of the officers responding to this survey was commencing his third OIC tour as an O-4, yet was FOSd again on the O-5 board. Command, coupled with outstanding performance when measured against peers, is what got the job done for those officers who did get selected for promotion.

Changes in designator

So many of the officers who responded reflected a single theme; that they pursued logical career paths, but their timing was poor, which had a negative affect on their selection for promotion. Timing can make a huge difference in a lot of career aspects. One of these factors is a change in designator, especially if this is done in the final year or two before a selection board. This factor was reported by six officers in this study.

Some of the officers reporting in to this study included:

· 1305 converted to a 1655 (PAO)  (2 occurrences) 

· 1325 converted to a 1515 (AEDO)

· 1105 converted to a 1705, and back again (with entire community) (2 occurrences)

· 1115 converted to a 1445 (CEC)

All of the conversions listed above were completed in the year preceding their selection board, and all appeared to have negative affects. Each of these officers reported difficulties in both finding a good job in their new communities as well as becoming competitive with their new peers. (Note – the 1105/1705 is a slightly different case, as the entire community was “re-branded” simultaneously.

In each case, the officers expressed regret that they had not waited another year to convert, until after their promotion boards. Whether this alone would have made a difference cannot be determined. However, the message to put out is this:  consider waiting until after your next selection board to apply for a major change that will affect your competitive group.

Member joined an overly challenging Reserve unit

This was interesting feedback, and always applied to someone who had recently joined an operational unit or squadron. One officer mentioned that their squadron drilled twice each month, and that officers who could make both weekends fared better on their FITREPs than those who drilled only once/month.

Another example of an ambitious operational unit was the MIUW community. One officer who transferred into a MIUW at the Department Head level expressed dual issues: the first was that they couldn’t make the time commitment required by the billet, and the second was that they found themselves far behind the power-curve in knowledge, even when compared to some of the junior Division Officers. 

Both of these examples were real-life cases that caused the officers to receive mediocre “pack” FITREPs. Unfortunately, both of these could have been avoided if the officers had known the full extent of the commitment prior to transferring into the new units. Once again, solutions to this will be discussed later, in the section called “Reasons for Eventual Promotion.”

Member transferred into the Reserves very late in career

This is an unfortunate recurring problem that catches many offices by surprise. The problem is that the active duty USN population does not have the same career path as their SELRES counterparts. This can inadvertently make an outstanding officer appear to be less competitive. As an example, one officer spent close to 14 years on active duty, was XO of a destroyer, and screened for command at sea. Yet, when he came over into the Reserves (due to personal reasons), he was passed over for O-6 on his first look. Reasons? Perhaps it was his lack of a Reserve track record, no command experience (despite his success at sea), or perhaps yet another reason. However, once he served as a unit XO, and received a high FITREP from the unit along with an MSM, he was picked up on his second look. 

The lesson to take away from this is that late conversions from USN to USNR may not always work in your best interest. If you have recently converted from USN to USNR, it is in your best interest to get yourself into a responsible position as quickly as possible to establish a Reserve track record. Once that is in place, the officers in this study were able to pick up their next promotions quite rapidly.

Member spent several years on ADSW orders prior to selection board

Contrary to common belief, “more is not better” when it comes to active duty, especially if it comes in the form of ADSW orders. Four officers in this study felt that their extended periods of ADSW orders (some of which approached five years in length) severely limited their chances on the selection boards. This appears to be true. In the past, ADSW was abused so that it was utilized to add “headcount” instead of its actual purpose, which is to access people (for short periods of time) with skills that are not found in the active duty population. It was never meant to provide SELRES personnel with an alternate means of returning to active duty.

Officers with long-term ADSW orders that immediately preceded the selection board experienced problems, because they lacked the usual SELRES billet experience (including command jobs) that should have been on their résumé. This is a pitfall that should be eliminated today, as ADSW orders are regulated much more arduously. However, keep this in mind when approaching your zone.

One final note – this section does not apply to individuals who have been involuntarily mobilized. This is viewed favorably by selection boards, and was not raised as an issue by anyone in this study.

No photo in record, or photograph was out of date/rank
Four officers expressed this as a concern, and as a contributing factor to their FOS. However, only one officer expressed this as his primary reason for failing to select. He claimed that he added a photo to his record the following year and was immediately selected. Without trying to pass judgment on this statement, I would probably guess that some other factor was also involved, not just the addition of the new photo. A photograph can serve as a tie-breaker when an officer’s record is “on the bubble,” but would not normally be the sole determining factor for whether he/she was selected.

One other officer claimed that he provided photos to his Reserve Center, but that they never made it to his official record. Lesson learned:  send these items in to Millington yourself and eliminate the “middle man.” Then, check your EMPRS record (on CD) a few months later to insure that it is complete.

Personal conflict with work or family
Four officers wrote about time commitments that they had with either work or family that prevented them from performing at their highest levels in the Reserves. For the most part, these were work-related, or involved the member going back to school (in addition to their jobs) to earn a higher degree. 

The officers affected by this were able to gain eventual promotion by either transferring to less demanding units (including VTU), or by writing letters to the Board explaining their circumstances. This will be discussed in greater detail in the next section.

Member was not aware that they were in zone for promotion
Three officers stated that they did not know that they were in-zone for promotion, and thus did not prepare their records, write letters to the Board, or complete any other reviews of their service record. This used to be more prevalent in the days prior to the internet, when the zone message was mailed to Reserve Centers which may or may not have posted them publicly. However, today it is easily available, and should be reviewed by both the officer and his/her CO. This reason for FOS should disappear entirely over the next few years.

No degree, or insufficient degree for paygrade/designator

This was reported by two LDOs, both of whom felt that their continued lack of a degree held them back as they became more senior.

This factor also comes into play when a particular designator, such as CEC (Civil Engineering Corps) requires an advanced degree or qualification, such as the PE (Professional Engineer) qualification. The key here is to know your community and keep abreast of trends in educational requirements. 

Homesteading in a single command
Two officers reported this as a problem. Based upon their tenures in these units (12 and 8 years!), this easily could have been the cause of their failure to select. Plan to stay in a unit no more than three years. This will give you a broader, more well-rounded career that will brief better in the selection board tank.

Deviated from “standard pipeline” of designator
Two officers wrote in about very different experiences with “getting out of the pipeline” for their designator. In one case, a promising young officer was tabbed for attaché duty because of his outstanding skills, However, the 18 month training program made it appear as though he was lagging behind his counterparts who were “on the tip of the spear.” The key here once again was to explain this anomaly to the Board via a letter.

Missing awards

Several officers noted that they had awards which were never entered into their service records, and were thus never seen by the Board. Unlike Fitness Reports, awards are not expected on an annual basis, and are thus not missed if absent. However, they can certainly help your chances, especially if you can show a string of awards representing continuous outstanding service.

Make certain that all awards are mailed in expeditiously, and that they are reflected in your EMPRS record prior to the Board’s review. If not, send a copy in with a letter to the Board.

PRT Failure

One person noted a PRT failure in their record. There isn’t much to say here. A PRT failure will probably “do you in” on a selection board. The best policy here is to avoid failing the PRT.

Reasons for Eventual Promotion

Now that we’ve reviewed all of the factors that were reported to cause officers to fail to select, let’s review the actions and strategies that helped get these same officers selected. These actions are listed on the table below, in order of importance (as reported by the study inputs).

Issue
Sub-

Category
Total

Wrote letters to the selection board

29

Standard letters explaining performance anomalies
18


Letters explaining IRR time
5


Letters from past COs explaining FITREP grades
3


Other documentation (missing awards, quals, etc.)
3


Performed extra duties for unit and/or Reserve Center

24

Leadership tour

19

CO Tour
13


XO Tour
6


Received a breakout FITREP from current year

14

New award (DMSM, MSM, NCM, NAM, etc.)

11

Assigned ADDU to operational unit while in VTU

6

Performed additional ADT (some non-pay) while in VTU

6

Performed extra ATs while assigned to unit

5

Had NRA perform a service record review before Board

5

Received a Special FITREP prior to Board

5

Was mobilized and worked in a high-visibility billet

3

Earned a new degree (B.A., MBA, Ph.D.)

3

Entered a new photo into their service record

3

Was assigned to a new (smaller/less challenging) unit

3

Earned new qualifications (watch, warfare, professional)

3

Had a CO or other mentor serve on their promotion board

3

Served as an ROLC facilitator

2

Asked CO of unit for help in strategizing

2

Believe that they had a stronger briefer on Board

2

Sat on a promotion board themselves…learned to help self

1

J.O. of Year of Naval Air Station

1

Enrolled in War College distance learning program

1

Was high politically connected in Washington

1

As with the previous section, there were a “critical few” actions that were taken by many officers, after which the list tails off to very specific fixes that were dictated only in rare cases. Let’s review these in order, adding more detail from individual cases when necessary.

Letter to the Board
This is the most important action that our officers claim helped get them past the selection board. Half of the officers responding (29) offered this as the most important action taken to get them promoted. These letters were written to explain away a huge number of diverse issues. However, several constants were observed, including:

· successful letters were brief (maximum of three pages for extensive issues)

· successful letters were to the point and avoided complaining about individual FITREP grades, unless they were assigned for reasons other than actual performance. (We’ll discuss this shortly.)

· successful letters included input from past COs who explained anomalies in grading or stack ranking

· successful letters filled in voids on information so that the board did not have to guess what happened

One of the inputs to this survey said, quite profoundly, “The Board abhors a vacuum.” How true! In cases where members had broken service, or had UNSAT years in the IRR, such letters are mandatory if you want to get promoted. Two of the cases sent in involved members who returned to school, (one for an M.B.A., the other for a Ph.D.), thus preventing the officer from spending any time with his/her Reserve unit. A letter to the Board in each case got the officer past that sticking point and sealed their selection.

An even greater use of these letters was to explain anomalies in FITREP grades. For example, one officer was always number 2 of 2 because he was always graded against the XO and nobody else. Had the CO added this to the remarks block of the FITREP, it might have made a difference. However, a well-written letter to the Board that included a letter from his prior CO was able to convince the Board of his performance.

In another case, a CO ranked his officers purely based upon seniority, figuring that they’d be EPs by the time they got to the Board. The problem was that one of his Department Heads was very junior in zone, and thus received two “pack Promote” FITREPs before transferring out of the unit. This officer, who had also experienced this problem in a previous command, went back to all of his past COs and had them all write letters to the Board documenting his performance. This officer, with a rather average-looking “pack” PSR was able to pick up his promotion on the second look, because he provided his briefer with a list of what to say and how to brief his record! 

Performed Extra Duties for Unit/Reserve Center

Officers who failed to select and who still maintained a determined, focused outlook tried to find ways to improve their performance. One of the most common tools they used was to pick up additional duties within the unit or the Reserve Center. Among the duties most listed were:

· department head (Training or Admin)

· XO (although this job is already usually filled)

· volunteered to serve as CO or XO of VTU unit, if transferred to non-pay

· volunteered to become an ROLC facilitator

· volunteered to lead the area’s Campaign Drug Free program

· assume duties on a national level (e.g. national coordinator for some aspect of your supported command)

One of the best quotes from these responses was that “by the end of the year, the Commanding Officer was calling me for help with just about everything.” That level of involvement earned this officer an EP FITREP and a place next year’s promotion list.

Leadership tour
Just as the lack of a CO tour can hurt your chances of promotion, especially for O-6, a recent command tour (or even XO tour) can help. The obvious problem here, though, is the “Catch 22” that says if you were passed over for O-6, you probably won’t be competitive for an O-5 Command job via the APPLY Board.

Many of the officers reporting to this study said that they were able to land leadership billets which helped them make the cut. The majority of these cases were officers who accepted CO/XO slots in VTU units. Helpful hint here:  many of these officers were O-5s, and were given command of VTUs that had as members O-6s. This was done because the more senior officers did not want the extra workload and responsibility. While this does not carry the same weight as does the CO billet of a paid unit, it is worthwhile mentioning on a board and might pull an “on-the-bubble” case up enough for selection.

Thirteen officers were able to gain CO positions, and another nine were assigned as XOs. These officers credited this billet as at least part of the reason why they were eventually selected for promotion.

Breakout FITREP
Fourteen officers who had been passed over cited a breakout FITREP as the reason for their success on the following Board. In almost all cases, this FITREP was in direct competition with members of their peer group. In other cases, members who had been assigned to the VTU had requested additional duty with another operational unit, and had received a concurrent FITREP from that unit’s. This is a great idea, and can not only help get you promoted, but can also help get you out of the VTU. The only warning that came out of this action was that the CO of the VTU sometimes didn’t co-sign the concurrent FITREP, thus rendering it invalid. Make sure that these FITREPs are co-signed before they are submitted to Millington.

Received New Award (MSM, NCM, NAM, etc.)

Eleven officers noted that they received an additional award before successfully competing for promotion. These awards were equally split between “tour awards” and recognition for single actions and/or operations or exercises.

In general, awards can make a difference if the officer has an impressive number of them, thus signifying that he/she is a top-level performer. However, awards are not always called out on the Board, and sometimes need to be mentioned by the briefer if truly noteworthy.

A very valuable point was mentioned in the feedback of two officers, both of whom decided that their end-of-tour awards would be given to them too late for the Board to consider. In these cases, the Commanding Officer of their unit decided to give them their awards early, so that they would be visible on their record when the selection board met. This is an interesting and potentially valuable strategy…if you don’t mind asking for this kind of help from your CO, 

Assigned ADDU to another unit from VTU

This is a critical piece of advice for anyone who is “stuck” in the VTU. It is also valuable for officers who are looking to get past a failure to select. One of the best ways to accomplish both of these is to get assigned ADDU (additional duty) to an operational unit. Yes, you will still appear on the VTU unit’s RUAD. However, you will drill with your newly adopted unit, perform ADTs with them, and do whatever you can to fit into their unit as a fully contributing member. 

Six officers in this survey listed this as a highly effective means of getting a great concurrent FITREP while getting out of the VTU. Yes, it will require a significant amount of extra time and effort. But the benefits can be enormous, judging from the feedback received here.

One other item that was mentioned by several of these officers: if you can still maintain your role as a valuable person to the VTU unit, that’s even better. Even if you can’t serve as the XO of the VTU unit while serving ADDU to another unit, try to perform at least a few major functions, such as Admin or Training Department Heads, etc. Make a difference and stand out is the message that comes across here. It just might make the difference that will get you selected. 

Performed additional ADT (some non-pay) while in VTU  (6 inputs) 

                                      and/or

Performed extra ATs while assigned to unit  (5 inputs)

Since both of these actions were fairly similar, we’ll consider them at the same time. Both of these are actions that were reported by individuals who wanted to perform extra duty to increase their chances at a better FITREP. The main difference was that the individuals assigned to the VTU had no choice but to perform ADTs, sometimes without pay. Most of the successful officers in this study chose to do these active duty periods in operational commands, thus also gaining experience, qualifications, and possibly an additional FITREP.

Since most people no longer get AT Fitness Reports, these activities can also be used to bolster the strength of the regular FITREP, thus making it even more competitive. 

NRA Service Record Review
Five officers cited this service as a major contributor to the eventual selection. These reviews, which cost around $85.00 depending on rank, point out shortfalls in records, including where certain documents are missing or outdated. For an additional fee, the service will provide an in-depth analysis on the competitiveness of the record, and will make recommendations for improvement.

While the feedback on this service varies widely (from “invaluable” to “you can do it yourself,”) the officers in this study felt that they derived genuine value from the review, and would recommend it to others. However, if you decide to have this done, it is best to make the request at least 5-6 months in advance. This will leave time for the review and for your corrective actions prior to the convening date of the Board.

Special FITREPs
Officers who are trying hard to get over the FOS hump have had some measure of success when unit COs have written a special Fitness Report geared specifically towards that Board. Five officers reported this as a tool that was a major contributor to their success. However, they all noted that they had to demonstrate superior performance in their duties in order to gain this FITREP from the CO. 

The message here is, try asking for one and see how your CO responds. Of course, you had better be a top performer or the FITREP will be of little use. But for some officers it was a very useful tool, so give it a try.

Mobilizations (involuntary)

Unlike periods of ADSW, involuntary mobilizations and recalls appear to have helped out several officers who had been passed over. Three officers who replied to this survey all said the same thing:  “I probably would not have been promoted had it not been for 9/11.”

Of course none of us have a choice when there is an actual emergency that taps us either as individuals or members of a unit. But there are other opportunities out there for recalls, especially in response to current operations in Operation Iraqi Freedom, that offer genuine real-world operational experience. If you are looking to gain some stature and the chance for another EP FITREP (and possibly another award), consider one of these recalls as a route to accomplish all these tasks in one set of orders.

Earned a new degree (B.A., M.B.A,  Ph.D.)

Education is always looked on favorably, and the presence of a graduate degree (Masters) is becoming more and more expected of the senior officers. Two LDOs who responded to this survey both stated that the absence of a college degree hurt them in their earlier Boards, whereas gaining a Bachelor’s Degree was a contributing factor to their later success.

Graduate degrees were also cited twice as a potential reason for promotion. In one case the degree was an M.B.A, whereas the other was a Ph.D. These placed severe time constraints on the student-officers, but both were promoted in the very next cycle after receiving their degrees. 

Note – both of the officers discussed in the last paragraph used letters to the Board to explain the time requirements of the college programs, thus explaining any FITREP grades that may have suffered due to missed drills, etc.

Member entered a new photo into their service record

In many cases, photos are outdated, or missing entirely. On occasion, a briefer will mention this fact, although more often it will not be brought to the attention of the Board.

Three officers mentioned that they sent in an updated photo as a contributing factor to their selection. Note – this is a contributing factor, not one that will serve as a “make or break” point for the Board. If your photo is outdated or missing, it shows that you have not maintained your record as carefully as those with updated photos. However, this is rarely of extreme importance unless you are truly on the edge of “the bubble.” To eliminate all doubt, though, send in a new photo prior to any Board. 

Member had a CO, mentor, or other “associate” sit on their Board
This is one item that I was tempted to leave out of this report. However, in the interest of being fully open, I decided to include it and “let the chips fall” where they might. There is no doubt that having a friendly advocate or two on the selection board might be beneficial to your case. However, having sat on two boards within the past year, I can honestly say that the “good old boy” network is gone. 

While two officers in this survey listed this as a possible contributor to their success, I would rather offer that their records spoke for themselves, and that their own efforts were the deciding factor in their selection.

Member was assigned to a smaller, less challenging unit
In the last section, we discussed how some officers were assigned to fast-paced operational units (squadrons, MIUW units, etc.), and could not maintain the pace required to remain competitive. Officers caught in a similar situation should consider taking the action recommended by these officers and transfer to a smaller or less demanding unit. This is easy to do while still at the O-4 level, where billets are not assigned via the APPLY process. There should be no stigma attached to this, as the actual commitment does not have to exceed one weekend each month and two weeks of AT per year. In a less demanding unit, that officer can accept a job that might be of greater importance, e.g. a department head, that will gain him or her a higher ranking.

Member earned a new qualification
Do not forget to claim credit for everything that was earned between selection board cycles. In some cases, this may only be a qualification or an NOBC. But in other cases, this may be an important certification, such as the PE (Professional Engineer) qual that is so important to our CEC officers. In three cases, the addition of a new qualification or certification was cited as a primary reason for the ensuing promotion.

Member asked the assistance of his unit CO
As simple as this sounds, do not overlook the importance of bringing your CO into your confidence on matters of your selection for promotion. While this was mentioned only three times directly, it was brought up repeatedly in indirect ways as the officers responding to this survey looked to increase their chances for promotion.

Sitting down with your CO to discuss your career should be a natural event. Your CO is entrusted with your success as an officer, and should be ready and willing to assist you, IF you are ready to invest the time and effort that is required. A good CO should know your status in the selection board cycle:  are you a relatively new Commander, or have you already had one look at O-6 and been passed over? If, by chance, your CO does not know of your situation (which might happen in a very large unit, where there might be 50 O-5s), ask for time to sit down with him/her and explain your situation. Let them know that you have already been FOSd once (or more), and tell them exactly where you think the problem is. 

There are many things that a good CO can do to assist you in your quest for promotion. These include assignment of additional duties, a DH or XO job, providing you with opportunities to perform extra ATs or ADTs, or writing a Special FITREP. However, none of these will ever happen if you do not take the first step and talk with him/her about your problems. They can also assist you with writing a letter to the Board that might help you clear the final hurdle.

Member believes that a stronger briefer helped them get promoted 
Yes, it is true. Since your briefer is your personal advocate on the Board, a stronger and more convincing briefer can make a difference in your selection for promotion. This hardly seems fair, since it is the luck of the draw who gets your service record for briefing. However, as I stated earlier, you can push the odds in your favor by helping out your briefer. If you fill in the blanks by sending in a strong letter to the Board, your briefer can use this as a tool to provide a better picture of your record, including any “holes” or anomalies that may exist. Two officers responding to this survey believe that a stronger briefer (in lieu of any other explanation) made the difference in their selection.

Other factors

Without spending too much time or space on the “cats and dogs”  factors, there were a lot of items that were cited in single cases as the reason why an officer was promoted. Most of these are probably contributing factors which, when combined with other factors, helped to get the officer over the required confidence factor to gain their promotion.

These factors included:

· member sat on a promotion board as a recorder

· member was selected as Junior Officer of the Year from a RESCEN or squadron

· member was accepted for enrollment to a War College program

· member was politically connected in Washington 

Without passing judgment, I’d like to say that “yes,” any of these might have swayed a close vote to the side of selection. However, it is my opinion that these officers would have been selected anyway due to their performance as documented on their FITREPs, as well as other indicators from their IDTs and ATs. Selection Boards select officers based upon their performance, and their potential for continued excellence at the next higher grade. Anything else is more of a “contributing factor,” and is of lesser significance.

Other Factors – Attitude and Mentoring

In addition to the “concrete” factors that could be substantiated in the service record, this survey also asked a couple of key questions pertaining to attitude and mentoring. These questions were:

1. What was your attitude throughout the entire selection process (year by year)?

2. Did a mentor, CO, or other person play a significant role in your eventual promotion?

Attitude throughout the selection board process

The results to these survey questions were quite interesting, and were not mutually exclusive. In response to the first question, 50 of the 58 officers who were selected for promotion were able to maintain a positive attitude throughout. This was a benefit when they were asked to spend extra hours performing the additional duties that “pulled them through” the selection board process.

Attitude throughout period of FOS results
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The results from this question were divided into three categories:  good, fair, and poor. Many officers came right out and said that they were either “great” or “horrible” right from the start. However, the “fair” category includes those officers who said that they were either “very upset with the system, but then came around,” or “tolerated the system, and decided to bear with it until they could figure out how to get promoted.” 

The reasons for the outstanding attitudes were greatly varied. The responses varied from “I love my Reserve duties” to “I love my country” to “I just want to retire as an O-6, and nobody is going to stop me.” Regardless of the reason, this positive attitude and firm resolve was a definite asset to those officers who were resolute in their desire to select for promotion. They determined early in the process that they were going to overcome whatever obstacles were put in their path, and then succeeded in doing so.

Use of mentors to gain promotion

This issue is of primary interest to the SELRES community as we try to find a way to bring mentoring to all the communities within the Reserves. Mentors can help in many ways, including providing the encouragement and professional know-how that will guide a protégé though the system.

The figures for officers using a mentor (whether this is a designated mentor, a CO, or other senior officer placed in this role) are quite high. Of the 58 officers who were eventually selected for promotion, 50 of them specifically stated that a mentor figure had played a significant role in this process. This is a very high percentage, and carries some significant importance for the use of a mentor in the career development of our officers. 
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Correlation of mentor figure to attitude

One other figure that was extremely significant in this study:  there were only eight officers of 58 who reported that they did not use a mentor throughout the selection process. Likewise, there were only eight officers who did not maintain a good-excellent attitude throughout the period when they were FOSd.

Of those eight officers who were not able to maintain a good attitude, five of them had no mentor figures. Only three of the remaining 50 officers who “were able to maintain a good attitude” had no mentor figure.  

The message here is clear, as backed up by the figures compiled from the survey respondents. In addition to providing guidance and career information, a mentor can also assist you by bolstering your attitude and ambitions throughout a difficult period.

While the intent of this report is not to recommend any specific actions on the part of all Reservists, this one is a no-brainer. Take advantage of the experience around you and find yourself a good mentor inside your designator. Latch onto them and use their experience and expertise as you progress through your career. To ignore this as an asset could place your career in jeopardy. To take advantage of this is the only smart course of action, and one which will be “repaid” when you provide these same services yourself as a senior officer.

Input from Members of the FY-04 Captain’s Selection Board

In order to form a more complete picture of the selection process, each of the members of the FY-04 Captain’s Selection Board was sent an email survey requesting information on “what it took to get a previously-FOSd officer promoted.” Several members of this board responded, with interesting results.

Rather than paraphrase the replies, I will print them here verbatim. The only officer who I will need to paraphrase is RDML Masso, who replied via telephone. His responses, which provide some interesting insights to the decisions of the Board itself, appear as transcribed from my notes.

Here are the comments that were received from the members of the Board:

RADM Debbout:

“I can tell you that the people that have taken the hard jobs (command) and that have actively supported their gaining command in an operational role have faired well. It is especially important now that we are aligned that there is a fitness report from the Supported Commander which accurately reflects what the Officer has done to support the Operational Mission of the Active Duty Command.  Traveling to take the hard jobs was viewed as commitment and remembering that it is not the job that promotes you, it is what you do in the job that does.”

RADM Beebe:

“We are undergoing major changes to the way the Navy's Reserve plugs and plays in conjunction with our active component.  The question that is often asked when we review records of officers is what qualifications does an individual have to effectively execute the requirements at the next level of rank.  The requirement is the moving target.  We may see individuals who round out the skills package to perform duties at the next level.  These may typically be the ones that promote subsequent to their initial look.  You may have continued sustained good performance but it is good performance in the right jobs that plays as a discriminator.”

RADM Thompson

“My experience on boards is as follows...Most officers who are multiple FOS's did not develop competitive records as junior officers or junior 05's. They didn't compete for nor sought leadership positions, or when they were assigned a leadership job were not successful. It is very difficult to overcome that career history, when there are many other officers in zone with better records.”

“The promotion percentages within grades 02, 03, and 04 are very high, this can give the officer a sense of "automatic advancement" regardless of performance or leadership. Like most other organizations, promotion to senior management positions is much more competitive. 05's can command ships and 06's can command squadrons.  The officer's record must indicate the capability to accept and be successful with this level of responsibility.” 

“It takes a significant effort on the part of the FOS'd officer to turn around their career. Often there isn't enough time, or in some cases not the "true" desire.”

“VADM Cotton's mentoring initiatives will help those who are junior today understand the requirements for promotion, so that their record will be as competitive as possible. Unfortunately, those officers who are currently FOS'd at 05's and 06's, or those who may not have received the right mentoring are a day late and a dollar short.”

RDML Masso: (note – these remarks are paraphrased from a telephone interview)

"There are many factors that come into play when looking at success on a selection board. Obviously, the strength of the officer as portrayed by his/her record is of primary importance. However, there are several other factors to consider, and the officers who are before the Board need to know about these."

"First, it is important to realize that your briefer plays the vital role in representing your record to the board.  A strong brief can make a difference in the outcome of your selection, especially if your record does not speak for itself. You can do a lot to help out your briefer and thus help out yourself by providing a well-written letter to the Board. Use it to speak to the person briefing your record. It should be a way to fill in the blanks and provide your briefer with a confident and complete line of facts about your record.  Do not merely write a letter stating why you should be chosen for selection, nor conjecture about why you didn't select on a previous board.  Keep the letter short, informative, and relevant.  Additionally, ensure that your record is spotless with no missing reports, a recent photo, and other information as appropriate. "

"By the way, there is a bit of a misconception about promotion boards, and how they tend to discriminate against officers who are above zone. I’d like to say that this is certainly not  the case in my experience. In fact, these boards try to promote worthwhile candidates who are above zone, BUT, they must have reason and justification for doing so.  

Conclusions
Most of the important conclusions that can be drawn from this report can be found in the two tables titled “Reasons for FOS” and “Reasons for Eventual Promotion.” By concentrating on the top few lines of each table, officers can see that the key factors to getting promoted after a FOS are outstanding performance (as documented on FITREPs), command experience, and communicating with the Board to be your own advocate. Certainly, the other factors listed in these tables are critical as well, but apply on a less frequent basis to our corps of officers as a whole.

Officers who have failed to select one or more times, or the officers who lead these individuals, will want to review these pages carefully in the event that they may contain a key that is critical to their own situation. As mentioned earlier in this report, this is hardly an exhaustive review, based on a sampling of 60 officers, but the recommendations for actions were very thoughtful and thorough, and may be used as a basis for future officers seeking to improve their own chances.

Finally, the portion of the survey dealing with mentoring and attitudes (and the strong correlation between these two factors) provided a surprising and very convincing argument for using the mentoring process. As leaders, we should all be looking to mentor our junior officers and provide them with an ongoing source of information, encouragement, and inspiration. By doing so, we can not only insure that the right people have the tools to succeed, but we will be confident of building a solid corps of leaders who will be at the forefront of the next generation.

