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Abstract 
 

A qualitative phenomenological study was conducted in the Spring of 2015 to determine 

whether members of the Department of the Army civilian Senior Executive Service identify 

themselves as a cohesive elite cohort in comparable ways to Army general officers they 

routinely work for, along-side, or in some cases, over. Although statutorily equivalent in 

rank to their uniformed counterparts, civilian senior executives differ from general 

officers in terms of the levels of responsibility and decision making authority their 

positions are vested with.  Given the differences between these two parallel U.S. Army 

senior leader cohorts, a central hypothesis of this study is that civilian senior executives 

also differ in terms of cultural and identity affiliations in ways that approximates what 

has been termed “organizational tribalism” in recent organizational theory literature 

where group identification and cohesiveness are used as primary variables. To test this 

hypothesis, the study utilized a cross-sectional survey designed to ensure a high response 

rate from both civilian senior executives and general officers.  The results of the survey 

found that considerable differences exist between how Army civilian senior executives 

perceive both the nature of their work and their roles in contrast to that of their general 

officer counterparts.  These differences also reflect a significant divide between how 

senior civilian and military leaders view the roles, responsibilities, and levels of authority 

members of the Senior Executive Service should have. Just as importantly, the survey 

identified a perception amongst Army senior executives that they lack a senior level 

champion within the Army Secretariat who they believe should serve to further their 

professional and personal interests as an elite group. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Over the course of the past twenty years the United States (US) Army with 

increasing frequency has come to rely on members of its civilian Senior Executive 

Service (SES) to assume key senior leadership roles that a generation earlier had 

previously had been filled largely by members of the General Officer (GO) corps 

(Weaver, 2008; Warner and Duncan, 2011).  This recent reliance on civilians operating at 

senior levels of responsibility within the US military establishment reflects a major 

personnel management trend of civilianizing military positions that began over a decade 

before.   Although opportunities for increased collaboration between civilian executives 

and uniformed flag level1 leaders have expanded during this period, differences remain, 

and are apparent between these two parallel, though usually complementary US Army 

senior leader cohorts (McKinsey, 2013).   

The question then is whether these differences significantly influence members of 

the SES in their formulation and execution of military policies and decisions. To better 

discern those differences and factors, this study will make use of Tajfel’s organizational 

theory approach that utilizes social group identification and cohesiveness as primary 

variables (Tajfel and Turner, 1979; 1986) and Ostrom’s Institutional Analysis and 

Development (IAD) Framework as a means of discovering what exogenous variables are 

present as “action arenas” as focal units of analysis (Ostrom, 2005).    

                                                           
1 In the U.S. Army, Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps, the term "flag officer" generally is applied to all 
general officers and admirals authorized to fly their personal rank in addition to command flags. See Figure 
1, Army Senior Executive and General Officer Rank Equivalency and Positional Flags at page 2. (Source: 
http://www.tioh.hqda.pentagon.mil/Catalog/HeraldryMulti.aspx?CategoryId=9356&grp=2&menu=Unifor
med) 
 

Running head: SHARING THE BENCH 
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 Figure 1.1: Army Senior Executive and General Officer Rank Equivalency and Positional Flags 

(Source: http://www.tioh.hqda.pentagon.mil/Catalog/HeraldryMulti.aspx?CategoryId=9356&grp=2&menu=Uniformed)     

 

To use a metaphor borrowed from team sports, the public perception of leadership 

within the Army is one that usually views the uniformed general officer corps as  

occupying the front row bench, always “suited-up” and ready to be put into the match, 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             3 
 

while others – and in particular, those civilian senior executives at all levels – wait 

expectantly in the second or third row for their turn to be called forward, if needed or 

wanted by the uniformed occupants of the front bench.  In such a construct, there is little 

chance to “build” a new bench of senior civilian leaders who are trained and permitted to 

sit in positions, side-by-side with their uniformed counterparts in the front rank.  Viewing 

the phenomenon of how senior level leadership is exercised in the Army from this 

vantage point leads one to conclude that it is not a building of the bench that is needed, 

but instead, a sharing of the bench according to the needs and requirements of the many 

tasks and missions that confront the Army. 

Chapter 1 sets the parameters of this qualitative study in that it examines whether 

members of the US Army SES develop and exercise a shared elite group identity that 

allows them to assume comparable positions of responsibility and authority as their 

uniformed general officer counterparts. The chapter contains background information, 

the study problem statement, the significance of the study, and a description of the 

phenomenological study design that positions the research questions within a theoretical 

framework of using social identity theory (SIT) (Tajfel and Turner, 1979, 1986; Bass, 

2007) to categorize members of the Army’s SES corps as an elite, and Ostrom’s (2005) 

IAD framework to provide qualitative rigor to the findings of the study. As an 

introduction to the study, Chapter 1 reviews the purpose, assumptions, limitations, and 

delimitations, as well as definitions of key terms used in subsequent chapters.   

This chapter also summarizes how and why the SES as a distinct elite group was 

created, and the roles they serve within the US Army as part of the background of the study.  

Additionally, this chapter addresses how the study can be used to better understand those 
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roles in terms of the significance of the findings, conclusions, and recommendations. 

Chapter 1 also includes a discussion of the nature of the study, the research questions that 

were formulated, and the theoretical framework of study. Moving past normative 

discussions related to the roles, responsibilities, and functions of the SES within the 

federal government and the US Army, the chapter provides an introduction to the 

theoretical framework of Tajfel and Turner’s SIT construct (1986) as a means to 

categorize the roles of the SES relative to their uniformed counterparts (Pfiffner and 

Brook, 2000).  The chapter ends with a summary of key points.  

Problem Statement 

 The question of how the US Army recruits and selects new members into its 

civilian senior executive cohort and subsequently forms their identity to reflect a shared 

elite group consciousness with their uniformed general officer counterparts is one that 

both social identity and organizational development theory can offer powerful insights 

and explanations for (Anderson, 2011). This study notes that institutionally determined 

factors converge to ensure that individuals selected to be admitted into the ranks of the 

SES must conform to expectations of standardized behavior, appearance, performance 

and values which when combined, causes them to consider themselves to be a part of 

distinct elite.   

Furthermore, such elite identification leads newly admitted members to take on at 

least two identities: first, that of the new and specific organization they will be joining as 

an SES; and second, that of the wider social band associated with being a part of the elite 

upper echelon of senior leaders of the Army which includes civilian senior executives 

and uniformed general officers. From an organizational perspective although civilian 
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senior leaders and general officers might serve on the same team, by appearance and 

experience as well as other factors, they identify themselves as being from different 

professional or occupational “tribes”.       

 Although much research has been conducted on the nature and influence of 

identification of individuals with specific tribes from an anthropological and sociological 

perspective, there is little in the academic literature that categorizes “tribalism” and its 

impact on organizational leadership. In its clearest sense, tribalism is the phenomenon 

that occurs when a distinct group of people with similar culture, values, appearance, 

experiences and identity may exhibit certain common behaviors (Price and Cybulski, 

2005). In similar fashion, as members of a specific organizational tribe identify more 

closely with one another, they will tend to dismiss others from outside their tribe in 

negative ways (Power 2014).  

Price and Cybulski (2007) note that due to the sharing of similar appearance, 

culture, and other identifying indicators, members of tribes, whether social or 

professional will be predisposed to be exclusionary of individuals and groups they 

perceive to be of other tribes. From an organizational team building perspective, tribalism 

affects the effectiveness of teams as it forms divisions within the team which inhibits a 

common group identity amongst organizational members to grow.  

The existence of organizational “tribes” often encourages the growth of teams 

within a team. Hinton (2006) notes that proper mentoring from exemplars can offset the 

negative behavior, attitude, and perceptions of people caused by intergroup friction 

within an organization that affect its cohesion and effectiveness. Stating this concept 

upfront in the study is important because as Huntington (1957) posited over a half 
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century before (although he did not make use of the term “tribe”) within the military 

establishment of the United States, it is evident that the two great divisions encompasses 

those who are uniformed as one tribe, and those who are civilian as the other tribe. As the 

research that underlies this study will reveal, this sense of civilian senior executives 

belonging to another tribe will be of significant importance in the perceptions of how 

members of the Army’s SES view their interaction with and treatment from their 

uniformed general officer counterparts.   

Statement of Hypotheses 

Three hypotheses ground this study. The first hypothesis is that members of the 

SES meet the conditions and attributes of being considered a distinct elite group.  The 

second hypothesis is that a shared and accepted elite identification between both 

uniformed and civilian senior leaders in the Army is crucial in order to ensure both 

civilian senior executives and general officers can work closely and develop professional 

relationships that reduce the possibility of competition and rivalry at the cost of 

suppressing individual preferences, thereby allowing for efficient and effective execution 

of strategic level policies and missions.  A third hypothesis is that significant differences 

exist in the ways both elite cohorts are selected and professionally developed for 

continued and future positions of responsibility even though both uniformed and civilian 

senior leaders have increasingly assumed similar, and at times interchangeable levels of 

responsibility and authority in recent years.  

Background of the Problem 

With the concept of “sharing the (leadership) bench” as the thematic focal point of 

this study, an examination of how members of the US Army SES are recruited, selected, 
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and subsequently form a common identity that reflects a shared elite group consciousness 

is needed.  When applying a number of related approaches to this focus on elite group 

identity, of particular interest is whether such a common identity and presumed elite 

group consciousness either parallels, or is subsumed with the common group identity of 

their uniformed general officer counterparts which a number of researchers argue is 

inevitable (Bass, 2007; Hogg, 2001; Castano, Yzerbyt, Bourguignon, and Seron, 2002).  

Through the use of organizational development theory, useful insights can be 

gained that explains how both senior leader cohorts combine and diverge in their 

approach to decision making and execution of policy as a result of their different group 

identities (Anderson, 2011). This study posits that significant differences exists in the way 

these two analogous, but separate senior leadership cohorts respond to decision making 

outcomes as a result of the differences in the way individuals gain entry into their 

respective elite group which a number of social psychologists and researchers in recent 

years have viewed as critical to understanding in-group/out-group categorization (Castano 

et al, 2002; Anderson, 2011).      

As an overview, this chapter summarizes how and why the SES was created, and the 

roles they serve within the US Army as part of the background of the study.  Additionally, 

this chapter addresses how the study can be used to better understand those roles in terms 

of the significance of the findings, conclusions, and recommendations. This chapter also 

includes a discussion of the nature of the study, the research questions that were 

formulated, the theoretical framework, as well as definitions of terms, assumptions, 

scope, and the limitations and delimitations of the current study that made extensive use 

of Axelrod’s (1997) Agent-Based Model of competition and collaboration. Moving past 
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the normative discussion related to the roles, responsibilities and functions of the SES 

within the federal government and the US Army, the chapter finishes with an introduction 

to the theoretical framework of group identity theory as a means to categorize the roles of 

the SES relative to their uniformed counterparts (Pfiffner and Brook, 2000).           

The Concept and Role of Elites in American Governmental Organizations   

 The root of the word elite is derived from the Latin verb, eligere – to choose from 

– and came into its current English conceptual form through usage of the modern French 

term élite by 19th and 20th century social scientists as a way to describe a portion of a 

group that was considered to be the best in terms of selection or choice.  A modern 

definition within this context is provided by the Oxford Dictionary (2014) which states an 

elite is a “select part of a group that is superior to the rest in terms of ability or qualities”.  

The term is also a cognate to other words in English that are associated with the concept 

of exclusivity such as elect, eligible, and eclectic. 

 Contemporary elite theorists such as Dye (2000), Domhoff (1983), and Putnam 

(1976) further define an elite in terms of its modern sociological theoretical form, that is, 

as a comparatively small and specific group of people which share similar values and 

interests, and come from relatively similar privileged backgrounds which through their 

wealth, education, social background, and assumed positions allows them to monopolize 

or control various forms of political, economic, and societal power (Domhoff, 2012).  

Domhoff (2005) argues that all modern societies are dominated by leaders of large 

bureaucratically structured organizations which include corporate, nonprofit, or 

governmental institutions that effectively control all elements of public power. Although 

non-elite individuals and groups at times have the ability to challenge or set limits on the 
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actions of existing elites, the usual way modern pluralistic based societies handle such 

challenges if they become too threatening, is to find ways to accommodate and eventually 

co-opt such challengers (Olson, 1971).  This usually entails bringing non-elites into the 

existing social and power system, albeit making just enough modifications to existing 

social arrangements in order to satisfy the demands of the elite elements within the 

challenging group, and therefore disarm the group of means that would fundamentally 

change the practices and procedures of the elite organization or institution itself (Dye, 

2000; Olson, 1971).   

Elites within the spheres of all social activities and institutions have existed in the 

United States since its inception as a result of the social fabric it shares with the European 

societies it was founded by (Clecak, 1973).  This is reflected in the hierarchical structure 

and design of most public and private institutions and organizations. Likewise, 

recruitment and selection of key leaders in various sectors of society are based on 

qualifications that can only be accumulated through prescribed academic, cultural, social, 

military, professional and authorized credentialing ways and means (Mills, 1956; Boehm, 

1999).   

Whether taken from a neo-Marxist or paleo-conservative perspective, the top 

ranks of policy decision makers in the US government in general, and the Department of 

Defense and the Department of the Army in particular, constitute a cohort of the "power 

elite".  For the purposes of this study, this cohort includes the 500 plus/minus general 

officers from all sources (250+/- for the Active Army, 160+/- for the active Army 

National Guard , and 130+/- for the Army Reserve – the number is somewhat 

indeterminate due to changes in flag officer strength as a result of promotions, 
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retirements and assignment to Joint Billets outside of the Army itself) within the Army, 

and the current authorization of approximately 280 members of the SES.  Added to this 

larger set of senior level decision makers are the approximately 15 politically appointed 

(Presidentially Nominated/Senate Confirmed – thereby allowing them to make use of the 

honorific appellation of “The Honorable”) officials that direct and implement the goals of 

government policy making for the Army. As such, by the criteria established and 

accepted by most elite theorists, the positions held by members of the Army SES Corps 

make up a significant part of the power elite of the US Army.  Unlike non-democratic 

“closed” elites, the American meritocratic model of elite power groups are open to 

continual transfusions of “new blood” to replenish those members who retire or leave for 

personal reasons (Mills, 1956).  

Although based on meritocratic foundations, the means to identify and select the 

replacements to fill vacated elite positions is not democratic in nature.  Candidates to fill 

vacancies within elite cohorts such as the general officer corps and senior executive 

service of the U.S. Army have been carefully groomed and identified over the course of 

their careers.  In most cases, this identification period is in terms of years, if not decades, 

to ensure that those individuals identified and eventually selected, will not only continue 

both the organizational policies and procedures set in place, but subscribe and pass on the 

established cultural values of the elite group to the next generational cohort of elite group 

members they will eventually select as well.   

In similar fashion, members of the SES as a profession are expected to serve as 

gate-keepers to ensure those who will follow them in their positions of power and 

responsibility closely reflect them in terms of cultural background, education, social 
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status, and professional experience.  In other words, both as an elite, and as a profession, 

members of the SES and the GO corps, in order to maintain and sustain their elite and 

professional status, ensure those granted entry into their cohorts through stringent 

selection and performance criteria.  The question of this study then is whether members 

of the SES cohort of the U.S. Army really believe and perceive themselves to be a part of, 

and are treated as an elite in the same manner and fashion as uniformed general officers 

who serve as their counterparts and colleagues.                                                              

The Role of the Senior Executive Service in the Federal Government    

 Every four years, following the election of a new Presidential administration, the 

United States Senate's Committee on Governmental Affairs and the House of 

Representatives' Committee on Government Reform publish a purple covered register of 

about 200 pages called the United States Government Policy and Supporting Positions.  

Commonly known as the Plum Book (2012) this publication lists over 7,000 Federal 

senior level civil service leadership and support positions in the legislative and executive 

branches of the Federal Government and the names of the incumbents.  

Positions that are listed include agency heads and their immediate subordinates, 

policy executives and advisors, and aides who report to these officials as well as their pay 

schedule level.  This little known publication is the definitive guide that is used to 

identify presidentially appointed positions within the federal government and is vital to 

understanding where policy is formulated and who is charged with executing it within the 

federal government (Plum Book, 2012).  It is within the pages of this publication, that the 

roles and responsibilities of the 330 SES positions2 assigned to the US Army are mapped 

                                                           
2  This number is computed by adding up the total number of SES positions listed in the US Army Civilian 
Senior Leader Management Office (CSLMO) website as of 1 March 2015. (https://www.cslmo.army.mil)  
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and delineated. As explained in the Plum Book, the SES is a distinct positional personnel 

category within the federal government that fills key career leadership positions just 

below Presidential nominated/Senate confirmed appointees across the constellation of 

federal agencies   

With a total of approximately 8,300 executive level positions allocated by the 

OPM to over 80 federal agencies, members of the SES represent less than .35 percent of 

the total federal workforce (Pfiffner and Brook, 2000; McKinsey, 2012). By the nature of 

its small size relative to the rest of the federal civilian workforce it leads, the stringent 

qualifications needed for selection and entry, as well as acceptance of rigid rules that 

must be followed for continued membership, the SES stands apart from the large number 

of personnel they manage and direct (Weaver, 2008).   

One of the major needs that federal government agencies required before the 

establishment of the SES as a separate leadership group was a standardized and agency-

wide accepted senior level managerial category that was perceived as being equal in 

authority, responsibility, and experience across all lines of the civil service (OPM 

website, 2015).  Moreover, the need for such a recognized category within the federal 

civil service became ever more urgent following the massive expansion of central 

governmental activities following the Second War World War, which brought about the 

challenge of maintaining global pre-eminence while meeting the military, political and 

economic threats of the Cold War by the United States (Ingraham and Ban, 1984).3  

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
3 Not all federal agencies are required to make use of statutory SES positions.  A number of them such as 
government corporations, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Drug Enforcement Administration, 
various intelligence agencies, specific financial regulatory agencies, and the Foreign Service are exempt 
from many of the statutory requirements that regulate the federal SES corps. Furthermore, it is left to the 
U.S. Office of Personnel Management (OPM) to approve and provide an agency with an allocation that can 
establish an SES position (Plum Book, 2012).  
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These challenges required a massive expansion of government agencies, regulatory 

requirements and a civilian workforce to implement them.  As the concept of a unified 

governmental senior executive service started to gain ground in the late 1960’s, their role 

was seen as one in which they would function as a major link between the Executive 

Branch’s political appointees within the various agencies they direct, and the rest of the 

federal civil service workforce of a governmental agency (OPM website, 2015a).  In 

response to these needs, starting with the Nixon Administration in the early 1970’s, 

successive Presidential commissions proposed specific reforms to the way the federal 

workforce was managed.  Acting on these recommendations, Congress passed the Civil 

Service Reform Act (CSRA) of (13 October) 1978 (Public Law No. 95-454, 92 Stat, 111, 

Title IV).  This comprehensive law established the SES as a separate personnel category 

within the Federal government civilian workforce and assigned its members a primary 

leadership role.     

Previous to the enactment of the CSRA, civilian employees of the various federal 

government agencies and departments served under contradictory and conflicting position 

categories that were often confusing and difficult to certify in terms of filling required 

vacancies. Similarly, many positions were classified under numerous and often inconsistent 

rank and pay systems categorized under the General Schedule (GS) system (Ingraham and 

Ban, 1984; OPM website, 2015b). With the creation of the SES as a "third" service under 

CSRA, senior executives and managers were taken t of the regular competitive and 

excepted services ranks and in so doing, the position of an SES replaced over 60 separate 

executive personnel authorities covering from one to several thousand positions among 
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federal agencies (Weaver, 2008). 4   This was especially true within the largest government 

agency, the Department of Defense which graded civilian employees in rank and pay 

categories between GS-1 through GS-18 prior to 1979.  The highest three of these pay 

categories—that of GS-16, 17, and 18 – were considered to be GS “super-grades” but usually 

had no special distinctions to denote their superior career status and responsibilities other than 

higher salaries and larger office space (Pfiffner and Brook, 2000).   

From that point onward, senior level management positions that had been subject 

to disparate rules and practices, which included approval requirements of almost every 

personnel action through their separate agencies, were categorized into a unified and 

coherent personnel system administered by the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) 

– which was also created under the provisions of the CSRA.  The benefit of this new 

managerial category was clear that it provided the various agencies with a coherent 

management rank system that increased authorities and flexibility over their respective 

civilian workforce (Ingraham and Ban, 1984).  Central to the intent behind congress 

passing the CSRA was its stated purpose to "ensure that the executive management of the 

                                                           

4 The GS system was enacted as the predominant pay scale structure within the United States civil service 
by the Classification Act of 1949, which replaced a similar act of the same name passed in 1923, and is 
currently codified as part of Chapter 53 of Title 5 of the United States Code (5 U.S.C. §§ 5331–5338). As a 
rank and pay system, it includes the majority of personnel filling professional, technical, administrative, 
and clerical positions with almost three quarters of the federal civilian workforce of approximately 2.1 
million personnel falling under its provisions, and the remainder being classified under other federal pay 
systems such as the Wage Grade (WG, for federal “blue-collar” civilian employees), the SES and the 
Executive Schedule B and C (political appointee).  A key reason for standardizing the classification of 
federal positions under is to keep federal salaries equitable among various occupations as well as between 
men and women.  Additionally, federal workers are generally paid the same amount for a given grade and 
step regardless of where they work through a locality pay adjustment based on cost of living in a specific 
region that was authorized by congress through the Federal Employees Pay Comparability Act of 1990 
(FEPCA).  By standardizing rank and pay across all agencies, the GS system has allowed most civil service 
jobs to be competitive with similar private sector positions in order to recruit and retain the best talent by 
federal agencies.  
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Government of the United States is responsive to the needs, policies, and goals of the 

nation and otherwise is of the highest quality" (OPM website, 2015 b).  Another key 

provision of the CSRA was that the Government's senior executives would be more 

closely held accountable performance of their organization at both the individual and 

agency level.  To achieve this purpose, the CSRA gave greater authority to agencies that 

allowed them to manage their executive resources, while assigning OPM the 

responsibility for Government wide leadership, direction, and oversight of the SES to 

include setting standards for admission and relief (Pfiffner and Brook, 2000).   

In addition to creating the SES as a separate category of experienced senior leaders 

within the federal government, the CSRA brought about a number of other management 

reforms.  These reforms were instituted to ensure consistency and predictability for 

positions, pay, and equal employment opportunities for federal employees.  The net effect 

of these changes was the development and implementation of standardized policies that 

created eventually created greater efficiency within the otherwise disparate assembly of 

federal agencies (Jordan and Schraeder, 2003).  

Typology of SES Positions  

Two types of SES positions exist, that of Career Reserved and General.   

Approximately half of all federal SES positions are designated in each category. Once a 

position is designated at the senior executive level by an agency, the designation cannot 

be changed without prior OPM approval.  Those SES appointments categorized as 

“Career Reserved” usually involve positions dealing with law enforcement, inspections 

and audit reporting and require a extreme degree of governmental and public trust and 

impartiality from those selected to fill such vacancies (Plum Book, 2012).  Most other  
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COMPARATIVE PAY SCALES FOR MEMBERS OF THE ARMY SENIOR EXECUTIVE SERVICE AND GENERAL OFFICERS. 
 

Executive Schedule 
(ES) Grades ( 

Generally considered 
to be Schedule C / 

Political 
Appointments) 

Senior Executive Service (SES), 
Defense Intelligence Senior 

Executive Service (DISES). Defense 
Intelligence Senior Level (DISL) 

Grades 

Senior-Level (SL) and Scientific or 
Professional (ST) Positions 

General Officer (GO) 
Ranks 

LEVEL  
I 

Up to 
$203,700 * 

  
  GEN ~$228,108*** 

LEVEL 
II 

Up to 
$183,300 

TIER 
3 MAXIMUM: $183,300 

 

TIER 
3 MAXIMUM: $183,300 

 

LTG ~$191,688*** 

LEVEL 
III 

$168,700 
TIER 

2 
MAXIMUM:~ $175,300** 
MINIMUM:  $121,956 

TIER 
2 

MAXIMUM:~ $175,300** 
MINIMUM:  $121,956 MG ~$165,395*** 

LEVEL 
IV 

$158,700 
TIER 

1 
MAXIMUM: ~$171,300** 
 MINIMUM: $121,956  

 

TIER 
1 

MAXIMUM: ~$171,300** 
MINIMUM:  $121,956  

 

BG ~$146,712*** 

LEVEL 
V $148,700 

Civilian positions that are not ES appointments usually equate to GS-15 and uniformed Colonel (O6) 
level rank equivalents.  There is another category of individuals who can be hired to fill short or limited 
term assignments called Highly Qualified Experts  (HQE) which are considered to be at SES or 
equivalent rank. 

 

Notes:  
 

*  ES/ SES/ DISL Critical Position Pay: Such pay up to Level I of the Executive Schedule may be authorized only in 
rare exceptional cases under 5 U.S.C. 5377. Critical Position Pay may be granted only for positions that require 
expertise of an extremely high level in a scientific, technical, professional, or administrative field, and are critical to 
the agency's accomplishment of the agency's mission, and only to the extent necessary to recruit or retain an 
individual exceptionally well qualified for the position. (Source: http://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/pay-
leave/salaries-wages/salary-tables/pdf/2015/EX.pdf ) 
 
** ES and SES Level Salaries: The National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2004 (Public Law 108-136, 
November 24, 2003) established a performance-based pay system for members of the Senior Executive Service 
(SES). The SES pay range has a minimum rate of basic pay equal to 120 percent of the rate for GS-15, step 1, and 
the maximum rate of basic pay is equal to the rate for Level III of the Executive Schedule. However, for any agency 
certified under 5 U.S.C. 5307(d) as having a performance appraisal system which, as designed and applied, makes 
meaningful distinctions based on relative performance, the maximum rate of basic pay will be the rate for Level II 
of the ES. (Source: http://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/pay-leave/salaries-wages/salary-
tables/pdf/2015/ES.pdf ) 
 

***  General Officer Pay and Compensation:  Basic pay for an O-7 to O-10 is limited by pay tables determined by 
Level II of the ES. Additionally, all active duty uniformed personnel are eligible for, and usually receive 
supplementary monetary compensation that includes various allowances such as the Basic Allowance for Housing 
(BAH) and a Cost of Living Allowance (COLA) which usually equates to between ~$2,000 to $4,000 a month in non-
taxable  payments to their basic salaries.  Most Department of Defense civilians up to the grade of GS-15 also 
receive a substantial Locality Pay Adjustment based on extraordinary costs of living and working in various duty 
station areas that depending on the location can be from several hundred to several thousands of dollars a month 
in additional pay.  Members of the ES and SES are specifically prohibited from receiving such additional Locality 
Pay adjustments and are compensated almost exclusively based on their actual salary amount stipulated 
according to their Tier, position, and location.  (Source: http://www.militaryrates.com/military-pay-charts-
o6_o10_2015 ) 
 

 
Figure 1.2: Comparative Pay Scales for members of the Army Senior Executive Service and 
General Officers.  
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SES positions are designated as being of “General” requirements and can be filled 

by a career appointee, a non-career appointee, or in certain circumstances, by a limited 

term or limited emergency appointee. Because of the restrictions on the number of non-

career and limited appointees, most General positions are filled by career appointees. A 

given General position may be filled at one time by a career appointee and at another 

time by a non-career or limited appointee, or vice versa (Plum Book, 2012).  In the case 

of members of the SES serving with the US Army (as well as the other services of the 

DoD), most positions are classified as General appointments.    

 As appointment into the SES is considered to be a special category, certain 

preferences that other employees who are appointed under GS classifications have such 

as those reserved for Veterans are not applicable to those individuals seeking 

appointment to the SES (Plum Book, 2012).   Pay also varies between positions within 

the SES and is usually set by the agency seeking to fill specific positions with OPM 

setting the floor and ceiling for salary rates which currently start at about $123,000 per 

year on the low side, and up to $183,000 on the high side based on experience and skills.  

The differentiation in pay therefore is meant to be based on experience and skills and 

remunerate members of the SES at levels that should be competitive with salaries being 

offered in the  private sector for similar work and skills. Figure 1.2 at page 15 shows the 

basic pay scales for individuals appointed to SES, as well as to the various levels of the 

presidentially appointed Executive Level (EL), and the Senior Level (SL) positions in 

comparison with General Officers.  Within the Army (and other DoD services), members 

of the SES are ranked according to a formal “tier” level construct that allows for 

differentiation based on title and level of management control.  As such there is an 
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accepted equivalency between members of the SES who are at the Tier-1 level which 

equates to being equal in terms of protocol with a 1-star Brigadier General (BG), a Tier-1 

with a 2-star Major General (MG), and a Tier-3 with a 3-star Lieutenant General (LTG).  

At the time the CSRA was enacted and put into practice, it was thought that 

members of the federal SES would act as a fungible cadre of experienced senior 

managers who could provide a government-wide approach across all federal agencies as 

needed. The reality some thirty-five years after being established is that the 

overwhelming majority of SES members start and end their executive careers within the 

same agency they started out their civil service career in with only a relatively small 

percentage of about 3 per cent moving to other agencies in an equivalent executive role 

(Jordan and Schraeder, 2003).  Not surprisingly, the growth of the federal SES corps has 

been substantial and significant, rising from approximately 3,800 in 1980 to around 8,000 

in 2014 (Nachmias and Rosenbloom, 1980). One of the benefits of having a standardized 

pool of personnel selected to serve within the SES is that it provides a centralized cadre 

of senior leaders within the federal government to provide executive level oversight and 

control over policy, programs and planning within its agency centric bureaucracy (Dolan, 

2005).           

 Previous to the establishment of the SES, each agency head who was usually a 

political appointee was responsible for recruiting, selecting and evaluating senior level 

officials within their specific department (Jordan and Schraeder, 2003).  Prior to the 

implementation of the reforms instituted under CSRA, perceptions amongst the general 

public existed that an opaque process of self-replicating and self-serving appointments 

made through political patronage to executive level government positions existed 
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(Pfiffner and Brook, 2000).  After the first conversions of the GS “super-grade” civil 

servants to SES level positions were made in July 1979, a sense of increased 

professionalization was evident within most of the federal government’s managerial and 

policy positions above the General Schedule (GS)-15 grade level (Pfiffner and Brook, 

2000).   By the mid-1980’s, the creation of the SES corps allowed a measure of 

coherence and consistency to be brought to an otherwise fragmented federal bureaucracy 

(Weaver, 2008).                              

Methods of Appointments to SES Positions                                                               

There are three ways to achieve appointment to the SES – that of Career, Non-

Career, and Limited (Plum Book, 2012).  The first way to be selected to the SES is 

through what is termed a “ Career Appointment” which are made through a Government-

wide or an ``all sources'' merit staffing (competitive) process, including recruitment 

through a published announcement usually posted to the OPM hosted website, 

“USAJOBS.GOV”.  This site lists all current federal agency position vacancies to include 

those at the SES level.  In order to apply for any position, eligible U.S. citizens must 

register and complete a number of initial on-line forms before they can submit their 

application for a specific job.   

Once an individual applies for a position and their required documentation is 

submitted to be considered for that position, the agency they are applying to reviews their 

application and then rates and ranks all eligible candidates.  The agency then verifies 

which individuals possesses the professional qualifications required and tentatively 

selects a candidate, which for SES level positions requires a further review and approval 

of the executive/managerial qualifications of the proposed selectee by an OPM-
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administered SES Qualifications Review Board. Applicants/candidates are selected using 

the agency merit staffing process and must have their executive core qualifications 

(ECQs) approved by a Qualifications Review Board (QRB) convened by OPM (OPM 

website, 2015b).  If selected, a career appointee serves a 1-year probationary period. 

Upon completion of that period, the appointee acquires tenure rights and may be removed 

from the SES only for cause or for poor performance (OPM web site, 2015a; Plum Book, 

2012).  In order to prevent unwarranted professional or political pressure on career 

members of the SES, significant administrative protections have been put in place over 

the years to shield federal executive level employees (OPM website, 2015b).  

These protections include rules such as a prohibition on submitting performance 

appraisals for career appointees within the first 120 days following the beginning of a 

new Presidential Administration.   Likewise, if a career appointee is reassigned within an 

agency, he or she must be given at least a 15-day advance written notice of such a 

reassignment and allowed to appeal the proposed move (McKinsey, 2013). If a member 

of the SES is reassigned to another commuting area, the notice period is 60 days and the 

agency first must consult with the individual as to the reasons for the proposed move, and 

take into consideration the individual's preferences. Additionally, a career appointee may 

not be involuntarily reassigned within 120 days after the appointment of a new agency 

head, or during the same period after the appointment of a non-career supervisor who has 

the authority to make an initial appraisal of the career appointee's performance.  

As an added protection, a career appointee may not be involuntarily transferred to 

another agency. As is the case for all career Federal employees, a career SES appointee is 

entitled to due-process protections against personally-based retaliatory or politically 
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motivated personnel actions and may lodge a complaint with the Office of the Special 

Counsel if they believe a prohibited personnel practice has occurred (Plum Book, 2012). 

The second type of appointment is designated a Non-Career Appointment.  By law, no 

more than 10 percent of total SES positions Government-wide may be held by non-career 

appointees (OPM website, 2015a).  The proportion of non-career appointees varies from 

each agency, generally up to a limit of 25 percent of the agency's number of SES 

positions. OPM approves each use of a non-career authority by an agency, and the 

authority reverts to OPM when the non-career appointee leaves the position (OPM 

website, 2015b; Plum Book, 2012).   Non-career appointees may be appointed to any 

SES General position and although there is no requirement for competitive staffing, the 

agency head must certify that the appointee meets the qualification requirements for the 

position (OPM website, 2015b).  Unlike career appointees, non-career appointees can be 

removed by the appointing authority for less stringent reasons such as loss of confidence 

or a change in policy or staffing, and as such non-career appointees have no right of 

appeal for such decisions (Plum Book, 2012).        

 The third category within the SES is that of a Limited Appointment which is 

made in situations where the position is of a short term period (usually 1 to 3 years) and 

expected to terminate upon conclusion of the project or organization it was created to 

work within, or where the position is established to meet a urgent need such as a special 

commission (OPM website, 2015b; Plum Book, 2012). Limited term appointments may 

not exceed 3 years while limited emergency appointments are allowed only18 months. 

By law, limited appointments may not exceed 5 percent of the total number of 

government-wide SES positions (Plum Book, 2012). In general, OPM allocates limited 
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appointment authorities on a case-by-case basis. However, each agency has a small pool 

of limited authorities equal to 3 percent of their total SES position allocation from OPM 

which allows for appointment of career or career-type federal civil service employees to 

specific positions. In such cases, selection procedures and qualification requirements are 

determined by the agency, and the individuals selected serves at the pleasure of the 

appointing authority (Dolan, 2000).  In order to maintain their oversight independence, 

the appointment to or removal from any SES position in an independent regulatory 

commission by law is not be subject, directly or indirectly, to review or approval by an 

officer or entity within the Executive Office of the President (OPM website, 2015b; Plum 

Book, 2012).           

 Another internal agency led way to seek and select personnel for senior level 

positions is through SES Candidate Development Programs (CDP) which is an OPM-

approved training program designed to develop executive core qualifications among 

current qualified employees within specific agencies (OPM website, 2015b).  The SES 

CDP is a secession management tool agencies can use to identify and prepare future 

senior leaders from within its own ranks. SES CDPs provide potential executive-level 

candidates with training and development opportunities to enhance their executive 

competencies and broaden their understanding of the wide range of federal government 

programs and issues beyond their agencies and professions.  An SES CDP must last a 

minimum of 12 months. Recruitment for SES CDPs is open to all groups of qualified 

individuals within the civil service usually starting at the GS-14 and 15 levels, although 

exceptions can be made for certain qualified GS-13 personnel (OPM website, 2015b). 

Graduates of an OPM-approved SES CDP who are selected through civil service-wide 
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competition and are certified by OPM's Qualifications Review Board (QRB) may receive 

a career SES appointment without further competition. These graduates are eligible for 

noncompetitive career appointment to an SES position for which they meet the 

professional/technical qualification requirements. Gaining a QRB certification does not 

guarantee placement in the SES (OPM web site, 2015a; McKinsey, 2013).    

 Although the number of career senior executives within the federal government is 

relatively small, standing at approximately 7,200 in 2012, individuals filling these roles 

have broad latitude and authority to develop, implement, and change policies that affect 

every function of government for the American people (Plum Book, 2012).  According to 

a recent report that examined how open the entry portals into the SES are, less than 800 

career SES positions within the federal government are filled annually accounting for a 

turnover rate of less than 11 per cent of all federal agency positions (McKinsey, 2013).  

Given the small number SES positions that are available to be filled, the pool of internal 

agency talent who apply for consideration is relatively low, underscoring the importance 

and selectivity of admittance into the ranks of the SES that takes into account criteria that 

includes age, gender, and racial/ethnic backgrounds as well as relative experience (Dolan, 

2000).   

Such selectiveness reinforces the perception that not only was the SES designed 

to be a corps of executives selected for their proven leadership qualifications, but is 

extremely difficult to gain entrance into (McKinsey, 2013).  It is this perception – and at 

times, reality – that selection and admittance into the SES is so difficult that many 

otherwise qualified civilians never apply for positions that are vacant. In the end 

however, although the OPM manages the overall Federal executive personnel program 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             24 
 

through standardized qualification criteria, it is left to the individual agencies to select, 

develop, and supervise their executives (OPM website, 2015a).                                                                   

The Role of the Senior Executive Service in the US Army   

 Operating at the senior managerial level, members of the SES provide oversight 

for government activities in approximately 75 federal agencies. As stated in the OPM 

published “Guide To The Senior Executive Service” (2014) handbook, requirements for 

acceptance into the Senior Executive Service (SES) “demands leadership, professional 

integrity, a broad perspective, and a commitment to the highest ideals of public service 

(who are) charged with leading the continuing transformation of government, possess 

well-honed executive skills, …share a broad perspective of government, and a public 

service commitment which is grounded in the Constitution” (OPM website, 2015b).  As 

mentioned above, all new applicants for SES level positions must also complete and 

submit an extensive series of answers to a complex set of self-evaluative questions called 

“Executive Core Qualifications” (ECQ) which were developed in 1997 and required 

thereafter as a mandatory prerequisite.  The purpose of the ECQ is to ascertain if 

applicants possess those attributes needed by successful executives in both the private 

and public sectors. In 2006 the form and type of questions were revalidated and reissued 

with a few modifications.         

OPM maintains that “In their current form, ECQs represent the best thinking of 

organizational psychologists, human resources professionals both at OPM and other 

agencies, and Senior Executives themselves” (OPM website, 2015b).  Similarly, all 

members of the SES must submit various forms that become a part of public record such 

as the filing of reports on a an annual basis such as the congressionally mandated federal 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             25 
 

Financial Disclosure Form managed by the Office of Government Ethics (OGE -278) . 5 

Of particular note, this form describes in great detail the personal finances and 

investments individuals and their family members transact on an annual basis.  

Additionally, most if not all SES positions require extensive background investigations to 

verify that individuals selected to serve in such positions of public trust do not have a 

record of misconduct, criminal activity, or financial problems  recorded in their past 

(OPM website, 2015b).   

If successful in navigating this onerous process and close scrutiny senior public 

officials must undergo in order to be selected and retained as member’s the SES, 

individuals who secure appointment to a SES position get the satisfaction of knowing that 

for protocol purposes they are considered  to be the equivalent of all other federal 

government senior government senior executives and military counterparts (OPM 

website, 2015 b).  From a public policy standpoint, decisions made by senior government 

officials’ directly influence public perceptions of effectiveness of the Executive Branch’s 

efforts that it can run governmental activities both effectively and efficiently. This requires 

career SES members having to work along with the President's political appointees and 

furthering the explicit goals of the President in office, even if they personally disagree 

with the policy decisions made (Dolan, 2000).  As these career SES members hold the  

                                                           

5 The Ethics in Government Act of 1978, as amended in 2012, requires senior officials in the executive, 
legislative and judicial branches to file public reports of their finances as well as other interests outside the 
Government. The statute and the U.S. Office of Government Ethics's (OGE) regulations specify which 
officials in the executive branch file an OGE Form 278. Unlike confidential financial statements filed by 
some mid-level employees, the OGE 278 is available to the public. Reviewing officials within each agency 
certify and maintain these reports. Agencies do, however, forward reports of Presidential appointees 
confirmed by the Senate and certain other reports to OGE for additional review and certification. 
(http://www.oge.gov/Financial-Disclosure/Public-Financial-Disclosure-278/Public-Financial-Disclosure) 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protocol_(diplomacy)
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Figure 1.3. Organizational Chart of the Headquarters, Department of the Army Secretariat 
(Source: http://www.oaa.army.mil/hqda.aspx ) The division between the Army Staff is largely 
based on politically appointed civilians and civilian executives that run the Office of the Secretary 
of the Army (The Secretariat) and the Army Staff itself which has as its principals, 3-star, 
Lieutenant Generals who have multiple 2 and 1- star generals and senior executives who are 
either deputies or principal division heads within the Army Staff sections.  Additionally there are 
multiple special staff sections shown to the right of the chart that report directly to the Secretary 
of the Army (or as designated to the US [Undersecretary of the Army]) and the Chief of Staff of 
the Army (or as designated to the VCSA [Vice Chief of Staff of the Army]).  In all the total 
number of personnel assigned to the Army Staff is approximately 6,000 personnel.   
 

 
elite positions of public service, they become increasingly valuable as result of their 

subject agency knowledge, technical expertise, and network of colleagues. Accordingly, 
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members of the SES serve as a “quiet” elite that influences decisions, guides policy, and 

affects the behaviors of our society (Dolan, 2000).  In ways similar to all military services 

(and the US Coast Guard), at least in functional terms, the Department of the Army relies on 

two separate personnel groups to achieve its missions:  civilian employees and uniformed 

service members.  Given the central leadership role of the SES as a managerial elite 

throughout the federal government, their importance within the Department of Defense 

and in particular, the Department of the Army has grown in recent years (Weaver, 2008).    

Although the popular view of the military is one that sees uniformed Soldiers, Sailors, 

Marines and Airmen in the forefront of national security, in reality, it is the 700,000 civilians 

who work for the various services in the recesses of hundreds (and depending on how an 

organization is categorized, possibly thousands) of military and civilian organizations in 

ways that enables and supports the work of their uniformed counterparts (Dolan, 2000). 6     

 As an enterprise with global reach, capabilities, and size, the US Army is without 

peer when compared to all other land-power based military forces in the world.  It also 

dwarfs the other four military services (Navy, Marine Corps, Air Force and Coast Guard) 

in terms of budget, infrastructure, materiel, and personnel.  Although each military 

service operates under the control of the Department of Defense, each retains 

organizational autonomy and is responsible for the staffing, training, and equipping of 

those forces that report to, and are controlled by the Office of the Secretary of Defense 

(http://www.defense.gov/about).   Within the Army, three separate, yet complimentary 

components comprise its structure: the Active Component (otherwise referred to as the 

                                                           
6 Although not covered in this study, a further group of over 200,000 civilians who are contracted from 
companies which maintain service and support contracts with the various services also work on a daily 
basis side by side with both Department of Defense civilians and uniformed service members.(Source: 
AUSA Army Green Book, 2014) 
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Regular Army with approximately 505,000 Soldiers); and two Reserve Components (the 

Army National Guard — Component Two with approximately 350,000 Soldiers, and the 

Army Reserve — Component Three with approximately 200,000 Soldiers) which 

together total a force of approximately 1,000,000 uniformed military personnel.  Each 

component makes extensive use of civilian employees at all levels to operate.  As such, 

the US Army employs over 330,000 career civilian workers which are augmented by a 

further 220,000 plus civilian contractors who handle specific technical and specialized 

tasks and support missions (AUSA, 2014-2015 Green Book).  

Taken together then, the true number of people who serve in, or work for, the US 

Army is therefore over 1.5 million personnel.  With an annual budget of approximately 

$150 billion for fiscal year (FY) 2014 to pay for salaries, pensions, medical care, 

research, equipment, fielding, training, inter-governmental expense requirements, and 

administering an inventory of over 5,000 facilities, bases, and real estate property spread 

over locations varying in size from store-front recruiting stations to mega-bases such as 

Fort Hood, Texas (which totals over 3 million square acres), the Army as a real property 

owner is responsible for  managing over 150 million acres world-wide.  Such expanses of 

property make the U Army the largest land-holding enterprise within the US government 

(AUSA, 2014-2015 Green Book).  With the size, cost, and complexity of the US Army, 

the means to control and direct it effectively falls on a complicated, and at times, difficult 

to discern command and management structure that by design is interwoven with 

authorities that require both military command and civilian oversight.     

At the apex of this structure is the Army Secretariat headed by the Secretary of 

the Army (SECARMY) and the Army Headquarters Staff directed by the Chief of Staff 
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of the Army (CSA) and the several thousand civilian and military personnel who work 

for them at the Headquarters of the Department of the Army located at the Pentagon 

which sits astride Arlington National Cemetery in Northern Virginia across the Potomac 

river from Washington, DC.  Figure 1.4a at page 30 shows a simplified organizational 

chart of the Army Secretariat and its relationship with its core operational and support 

organizations shown at Figure 1.4b at page 31.   

In order to effectively run this complicated and hierarchically structured staff as 

well as the hundreds of major subordinate organizations, agencies, and units that 

comprise it, the US Army relies on a senior leadership cohort of consisting of two types 

of executives.  The first is approximately 400 uniformed general officers, and the second 

cohort of approximately 280 civilian members of the Department of the Army Senior 

Executive Service (Army Pam 10-1, 1994).7   Members of the Department of the Army 

SES comprise a distinct subgroup of the larger Department of Defense (DoD) SES 

cohort, which has members in each of the armed services.  Through publication of 

numerous directives issued over the past thirty years by the Army Secretariat, it has been 

made clear that members of the SES are to be treated as direct equivalents in levels of 

responsibility and protocol to their uniformed general officer 1948, career civilian 

officials, many of whom had retired from previous full careers as officers, counterparts 

(Weaver, 2011).  From the time of the creation of the Department of Defense, civilians 

                                                           
7   The Army is limited at having a total of 231 general officers serving on Active Duty at any time in 
accordance with Title 10, US Code.  Although there are provisions for exceptions based on the need for 
additional flag level officers to serve on active duty due to contingency operations and because of Joint 
mission requirements, the additional numbers of general officers usually come from the Reserve 
Components (USAR and ARNG).  Title 10, US Code also specifies a basic number ceiling of 422 general 
officers for the RC which is shared between the USAR and the ARNG (132 USAR GO and 190 ARNG 
GO’s). In addition, the ARNG is allowed 158 GO slots for state and territorial Adjutants General and their 
assistants, for officers at the National Guard Bureau, and approximately 20 GO positions for certain USAR 
officers whose status has shifted to active duty for a limited term. (Source: 10 U.S. Code § 526 - 
Authorized Strength: General And Flag Officers On Active Duty) 
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came to serve as technical subject matter experts and decision makers in augmentation to 

key military organizations rather than being primary position holders within the military  

 

Figure 1.4a – Reporting Schematic for the Organization of the US Army (Source: 
http://www.army.mil/info/organization)  
 
establishment (Huntington, 1957).  By the time the Department of Defense had been 

transformed as a result of managerial imperatives brought about by the Vietnam War in 

the 1960’s and into the first part of the 1970’s, it was clear that senior civilian officials 

needed to be recognized as being separate outside terms of authority and prestige from 

other civilians they supervised and led (Carey, 2012).  As a result of these needs, by the 

mid-1980’s, the senior leadership structure of the Department of the Army became a 

triumvirate of Presidential (i.e. political) appointed leaders (Schedule C Executive Level), 

 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             31 
 

HQDA:  Headquarters Department of the Army 

FORSCOM: Forces Command 

TRADOC:  Training and Doctrine Command 

AMC:  Army Materiel Command 

USARAF:  US Army Africa 

ARCENT: US Army Central 

ARNORTH:  US Army North 

USARSO:  US Army South 

USAREUR:  US Army Europe 

USARPAC:  US Army Pacific 

USASOC:  US Army Special Operations Command 

SDDC:  US Army Surface Deployment and Distribution Command 

SMDC/ARSTRAT: US Army Space & Missile Defense Command /Army Forces 

Strategic Command 

ARCYBER:  US Army Cyber Command 

USAASC: US Army Acquisition Support Center 

ATEC:  US Army Test and Evaluation Command 

USACIDC: US Army Criminal Investigation Command 

USMA:  United States Military Academy (West Point) 

USAR:  US Army Reserve Command 

MDW:  Military District of Washington  

USACE: US Army Corps of Engineers  

MEDCOM:  US Army Medical Command 

NETCOM:  US Army Network Enterprise Technology Command 

INSCOM: US Army Intelligence and Security Command 

IMCOM: US Army Installation Management Command 

 

Figure 1.4b: Glossary of Major US Army Operational and Functional Commands to accompany 

Figure 1.4a.  (Source: derived from 

http://www.army.mil/info/organization/unitsandcommands/commandstructure) 
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uniformed general officers, and career members of the SES (Weaver, 2008).  In the case 

of the Army SES corps, their role has been effectively made into being the long-term 

bridge between the politically appointed heads of agencies that developed policy, and the 

uniformed military who implemented that policy into action.  Likewise they serve as 

quality control managers and subject matter experts to the mid-level civilian work force 

whose job it is to support those policies by providing both continuity and stability to the 

organizational structure of the Army as an institution (Weaver, 2008, McKinsey, 2013).  

The percentage of Department of the Army SES members in comparison to all 

SES members for all the Cabinet level agencies is approximately 3.3%, listing its 

numbers below that of the other DoD services in numbers of actual career SES’s.  

Likewise, although the DoD has the largest number of SES’s when all services and the 

Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) is included (when taken together the DoD 

inventory of SES-level personnel is approximately 1,300), this number only comprises 

about 15% of the total federal SES force (OPM, Senior Executive Service Report, 2012, 

3).  In addition to the approximately 8,000 senior executives (again, to provide 

clarification, not all senior executives are members of the SES) who are classified above 

the GS-15 grade level in the career civil service within the federal government, there are 

a further 700 members of the SES who are politically appointed by the President of 

which approximately 250 require Senate confirmation in order to assume their positions 

(Kohli, Gans, and Hairston, 2011).   

Within the context of both the DOD and the DA, members of the SES continue to 

be the critical link between those political appointed individuals who lead various federal 

agencies, and Congress which ostensibly provides oversight over the various military 
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services and funds them, in addition to career government workers who staff the agencies 

and execute routine functions on a daily basis (Carey, 2012).  When having to answer to 

Congress for specific issues dealing with budgetary requirements for the various services 

at public hearings and especially at meetings with the congressional professional staff, it 

is usually a higher tier-level member of the SES which either accompanies the lead 

uniformed or political appointed agency head.  For members of the Department of the 

Army SES corps, their role is to serve in critical leadership positions overseeing the 

implementation of specific policies and programs as well as providing leadership within 

key Department of the Army organizations (Weaver, 2008).          

The Role of General Officers vis-à-vis Civilian Senior Executives  

Serving beside and at times for a member of the SES, general officers (GO’s) are 

uniformed executives serving in one of the military services appointed by the President of 

the United States (POTUS) but requiring confirmation by the Senate before they can 

actually be promoted into flag-grade status.  As senior leaders within the DoD and the 

Department of the Army, both GO’s and members of the SES comprise an exclusive 

leadership cohort responsible for both development and execution of key policies and 

directives that are ultimately formulated by the Executive Branch through the Secretary 

of Defense and from there to the Secretary of the Army as the chief executive of the 

Army.  The Secretary of the Army is charged with statutory responsibilities and authority 

that are in turn delegated to both GO’s and members of the SES (Weaver, 2008).  With 

only a relatively small number of both uniformed and civilian executives to lead 

organizations and functions that strategic importance to the national security of the 

United States,   members of the SES and their GO counterparts and colleagues run all 
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aspects of the Army from combat operations to public events that serve to tie the Army to 

the American public (Weaver, 2008).  In this sense, they form a dyad that comprises the 

elite leadership group that runs and manages the U.S. Army.   

A central question for this study then is both factual and perceptual as seen by 

members of both leadership cohorts – specifically, what process provides entrance into 

both the GO corps and the SES of new member; secondly,  how do those new members 

of their respective elite group consciously form into a homogeneous identity group that 

shares both cultural code markers and a shared sense of identity and values; third what is 

the level of cooperation and collaboration members of both groups display to each other 

to ensure actions taken have legitimacy and are considered acceptable within the 

framework of their rank and position (Bass, 2005; Dolan, 2000).   

From the perspective of the Army, the way it “grows” general officers is very 

straight-forward.  With the total number of general officers of all grades limited to 230 

for the active duty Army of almost 500,000 Soldiers, generals are a very visible, though 

scarce commodity (10 USC § 526).  Starting from the time they are commissioned as 

lieutenants, Army officers work in positions with an eye to be promoted to the next 

higher rank by seeking, and accepting the most difficult and challenging assignments.  

When they perform at, or (preferably) above standards, Army officers can expect to be 

selected for promotion.   

As in all military services, there is also a great degree of self selection that takes 

place during the course of an officer’s career starting within the first phase of their career 

which involves making a decision of whether to stay in the Active Component (AC), or 

leave following the completion of their initial military commitment which is usually 5 
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years and coincides with promotion to the rank of captain (USAREC Briefing, 2015). 

With attrition rates of approximately 15% of this cohort of officers, the next major 

decision point comes around their 10th year of service.  By this time, an officer’s future 

career will usually be determined.   

With almost a decade of uniformed experience behind them, and at least 10 major 

performance evaluations tracking how well they stand in comparison to their peers, 

another significant slice of an annual officer cohort (based on the year they were 

commissioned) is cut from the active force.  The majority of these officers will be non-

selects to the grade of major, and ready or not, they must return to civilian life (although 

a large proportion of approximately 40% will continue part-time service in the Army - 

and continuation of their officer career - through membership in either the US Army 

Reserve or the US Army National Guard) (USAREC Briefing 2015).   

Those officers selected to major, and especially those relatively few 

(approximately 5% of all being promoted) selected for early promotion (“below the 

zone”), stay on track for consideration for promotion to lieutenant colonel (usually 

between the 14th and 16th year of commissioned service), and after that to full colonel 

(usually between the 18th to 24th year of commissioned service).  Along the way to these 

promotions, the list of potential officers who will make general officer starts to shrink 

significantly.            

 The US military prepares those officers both selected, and being groomed for the 

challenges of higher command and responsibility by continually ensuring that they 

participate in key professional development positions and schooling. Case in point is that 

approximately 60 % of all majors in a particular year group will be selected for 
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promotion to lieutenant colonel (LTC) (HRC IP, 2015).  Of those who continue to serve 

on active duty, even though promoted to LTC, only less than 20 % will be selected to 

command at the battalion level which is the first level of what is considered to be a senior 

level responsibility. Of that number, approximately 90 % of the LTCs’ who have been 

identified as superior performers through various review boards, will be selected to attend 

one of the senior service colleges (SSC) 8  and most of those remaining officers who 

complete the SSC will be promoted to full colonel (COL) sometime during their 

academic year.  However, only approximately 30 % of all those officers selected to COL, 

even with graduation from a SSC program will be selected to command for brigade-level 

command positions.   

It is from that brigade-level command cohort that the top echelon of 

approximately 400 active duty COL’s will be considered for selection to brigadier 

general through an annual general officer advisory board which is presided over by one 

of the Army’s eight 4-star generals along with up to 15 other general officers.  Only those 

COL’s who have had successful brigade command and at least one strategic level follow-

on assignment such as a chief of staff of a division, and then possibly selection to serve as 

the executive officer of one of the key 4-star level (military and civilian) senior leaders of 

                                                           
8 Each service runs its own SSC (the Army War College, the Naval War College, the Air War College, and 
the National Defense University and the Industrial College of the Armed Forces), all of which are one year 
long resident assignment.  Additionally, each SSC admits approximately 30 % of its students from other 
services, foreign allied countries, and select civilian service individuals from the rank of GS-14 and GS-15 
usually from one of the military services or intelligence agencies.  The purpose of the SSC is to teach 
officers at the rank of lieutenant colonel or Naval lieutenant commander to think at the strategic level which 
allows their various services to place them into further career developing assignments once they complete 
the college.  It also serves the purpose of placing all the students into an academic setting that is also both 
Joint and Interagency.  Based on learning models that involve small seminar participants, those officers 
who attend a SSC make important friendships and networks with peers who they will both work with, and 
in the case of those eventually selected for promotion to general officer, lead. Selection to a SSC is highly 
selective, and not being selected at the LTC level effectively eliminates an officer from making COL.  Even 
without attending one of the SSC’s or an equivalent fellowship program, most LTC’s will stay on to 
complete up to 28 years of service, but never in positions that will make key strategic decisions. (Source: 
US Army HRCIP, 2014 ) 
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the Army can be considered to be in contention for selection usually between their 23rd 

and 26th year of service.  Finally, after this extensive career culling of about two and half 

decades, will a total of around 40 COL’s be selected for nomination by the President for 

promotion to brigadier general (BG).        

 Once confirmed by congress – a process that can take up to three or four months 

depending on what time of year the promotion list is submitted – individuals can expect 

to “pin-on” their new rank within two or three months.  If successful the life span of 

being a BG is relatively short, and even more so for those destined to be promoted to the 

higher grade, only two years on the average.  Throughout their remaining career as 

general officers, uniformed senior leaders within the US Army continue to participate in 

mandatory professional development opportunities such as executive leader training 

seminars held at prestigious academic centers such as Harvard, University of Virginia, 

and University of North Carolina.  Additionally, there is mandatory participation at the 6 

week long CAPSTONE Course held by the National Defense University that must be 

completed within the first year of holding the grade of brigadier general.    

 Held several times throughout the year, this course brings approximately 60 

newly promoted BG’s (and rear admirals [lower half] from the Navy and Coast Guard) 

from all services along with approximately 8 SES from various government (mostly 

intelligence) agencies in order to create a bonding professional and educational 

experience that cuts across service and agency lines.  The course which is mentored by 

retired 4-star generals, concentrates almost exclusively on the active duty flag level 

cohorts with only 3 or 4 Reserve Component GO’s permitted to attend.  Likewise, only a 

few members of the SES ever get to attend the course as well (GOMO website, 2015).  
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 Similarly, an advanced two-week leadership course called “Leadership at the 

Peak” brings in all Army 3-star LTG’s and a few SES Tier-3 members in order further 

bond and share ideas on how to tackle current and looming strategic issues facing the 

Army and the nation (CSLMO Website, 2015).  Taking the importance of continued 

professional development the Army stresses for its cohorts of newly promoted GO’s, the 

return on investment appears to continually succeed since the active duty GO cohort at all 

levels appears to be cohesive and cooperative. Moreover, such cohesiveness and 

collaboration starts very early in the career of general and builds on their previous quarter 

of a century of military training and experiences.    

Once promoted, the typical Army BG will usually have an initial flag level 

assignment of between 18 to 24 months, followed by a second position that either 

confirms they are being groomed for the second star of a major general (MG), or if not 

selected for promotion, relegated to another 1-star billet that probably will not lead to 

further promotion and finish their career no later than 5 years from when they were 

promoted to BG (10 USC § 526).   For those BG’s who go on to be selected and 

promoted to MG, most spend only three years or less in that grade usually with two 

career broadening (or in approximately half the cases, career completing) assignment 

positions – usually a staff position followed by a key leadership position that points the 

way or prepares them for a follow-on two-star position.   

If successful in both career developing positions at the one-star level, 

approximately 45% of all BG’s find themselves selected, nominated and usually 

confirmed for  promotion to MG which usually happens around the 28th to 30th year of a 

senior officer’s career.  This allows them to finish their career following another two 
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assignments at the MG level unless selected for appointment to fill one of the 

approximately 30 lieutenant general (LTG) positions available in the Army inventory. 9  

If selected for assignment to a position in the rank of LTG, the length of service is usually 

a minimum of three years but rarely over five, by which time an officer with around 35 

plus years of active duty service will face automatic retirement, usually before their 

reaching the mandatory removal age of 60 years.  It is from this remaining pool of a 

handful of LTG’s that only two or three officers every year will be considered and 

selected for promotion to fill the handful of full general (GEN) assignments that come 

open.              

 The rules that govern the number and positions the US Army is authorized for 

GO’s are stringent. No more than about 25% of the Army’s total number of active duty 

general officers can be above the grade of MG (10 USC 526). To retire at their current 

grade, a GO must accumulate at least three years of satisfactory active duty service in that 

grade, as certified by the Secretary of Defense (SECDEF). The SECDEF may reduce this 

requirement to two years, but only if the officer is not being investigated for misconduct. 

Officers who do not meet the service-in-grade requirement revert to the next highest 

                                                           

9 By statute, the number of full Generals is set at 7:  the Chief of Staff of the Army (CSA), the Vice Chief 
of Staff of the Army (VCSA), the Commander’s of the three Army Commands (FORSCOM, TRADOC, 
AMC), plus two more who serve in reserved unified or combatant command  billets on a rotating basis.  
There are several exceptions to these limits allowing more than allotted within the statute; if a four-star 
officer serves as Chairman or Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; An officer serving as Chief of the 
National Guard Bureau counts only against his service's four-star cap; the commander of a Unified 
Combatant Command; the commander of United States Forces Korea, the deputy commander of United 
States European Command if their immediate commander is also the Supreme Allied Commander, Europe; 
and Officers serving in certain intelligence positions such as the Director of the Central Intelligence 
Agency. The President also can choose to add four-star billets to one service if they are offset by removing 
an equivalent number from another service. Finally, all statutory limits may be waived at the President's 
discretion during time of war or national emergency which has allowed both President Bush and President 
to exceed the officially authorized number of GO’s over the course of the past 15 years. (10 USC § 536) 
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grade in which they served satisfactorily for at least six months. Most GO’s usually step 

down from their posts up to 60 days in advance of their official retirement dates.  

As officers retire on the first day of a month, once a retirement month has been 

selected, retirement ceremonies are scheduled by counting backwards from that date by 

the number of days of accumulated leave remaining to the retiring officer.  During this 

transition period while on terminal leave, although the general officer is still on active 

duty, they are not assigned duties and effectively use that time in job searching and with 

out-placement companies which usually find them positions in the private sector that 

closely mirror the executive level of skills and experiences they had while in uniform 

(GOMO Handbook, 2013).  

Defining the Role of Army Senior Executives Using the IAD Framework 

It is clear that when viewed together, the way the US Army “grows” civilian and 

military senior executive leaders is fundamentally different.  The transformation of 

thousands of positions formerly held by uniformed members of the military over the past 

decade and a half (2000-2015) as a result of strategic decisions made by then Secretary of 

Defense Donald Rumsfeld has changed many of the roles and responsibilities for 

positions that previously had exclusively been held by uniformed military personnel.   

These changes have been underway for the past 15 years, and are largely due to a 

number of initiatives advanced by the Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for 

Personnel and Readiness at the start of the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT) in the 

early and mid-2000’s.   As the principal policy developer for both military and civilian 

manpower for the DoD, this office faced a significant dilemma of how to increase the 

amount of deployable forces needed to fill military manpower requirements for 
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operational deployments without having to significantly increase the size of the Active 

Army (Chu and Eanes, 2008).  The solution was to substitute civilians into mostly 

administrative positions at headquarters and garrisons that would then free-up uniformed 

personnel to be used to meet operational assignments.  These initiatives were part of a 

larger departmental-wide human capital strategy that sought to consolidate various 

civilian workforce plans then currently in place (Chu and Eanes, 2008, Kelty, 2005).  

As this trend progressed throughout the Department of Defense (DoD) with 

special effect within the Department of the Army (DA), the result has been the 

conversion of thousands of positions formerly held by military personnel into jobs that 

are now performed by both career government employees and civilian contractors (Kelty, 

2005).  In large part, these policies were motivated by the need to combine disparate 

human resource management functions, policies, and procedures in order to improve the 

allocation of limited personnel resources within the Department of Defense (DoD) which 

the various services found themselves facing as a result of having to conduct joint combat 

operations on a global basis (Gruber, 2003).         

 In the case of civilian senior executives, this growth in both the number of 

positions they occupy, and the level of authority they are given, has not been achieved 

without causing a degree of discomfort and friction between themselves and their 

uniformed GO counterparts. By examining this growth in SES numbers and 

responsibilities through leadership and elite theory literature, a model using the IAD 

framework developed by Ostrom (2005, 2007) can be helpful in examining and 

explaining the effects of this phenomenon.  An IAD model can be constructed to 

demonstrate how the recruitment, selection, and social identity formation of the SES as 
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an elite cohort is distinct and different from their GO counterparts and why that is 

important.  Similarly, normative models based on earlier research involving small group 

formation and dynamics by McGrath (1991, 2000) and Hackman (2002), can test whether 

differences in outlook and diversity in backgrounds between members of these otherwise 

complementary senior leadership cohorts produces organizational friction and/or 

dysfunctional processes that affects the development, interpretation, and implementation 

of strategic level policy decisions.   

The advantage of making use of the conceptual tools afforded by the IAD 

framework is that it allows the researcher to examine the methods, significance, and 

effects of organizational formation in terms of what Ostrom (2005) terms an “action 

arena.”  According to Ostrom (2005), action arenas exist when exogenous variables affect 

the structure of interactions between two or more participants which in turn generate 

outcomes.  With this as a basic model to categorize the dynamics between members of 

two similar, but distinct elite cohorts – that of members of the SES and general officers, 

new reference points and insights dealing with elite leadership group dynamics can be 

provided to organizational theory literature.   

A primary focus of this study is the identification of specific ways that an elite 

group identity is formed within newly selected entrants into the SES in ways that are 

different from their uniformed GO counterparts.  A key factor was whether observed 

differentiations between the uniformed and civilian senior leader cohorts translated into 

noticeable variances in the way strategic level policy decision making is developed and 

executed by their cohort members.  As a tool for analysis, the IAD framework allowed 

the researcher to formulate conclusions based on data received from primary sources. 
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Nature of the Study      

 This study utilized qualitative research methods that included both investigation 

and analysis of social interactions of the research subject (members of the Army Senior

 

Figure 1.5: Framework for Institutional Analysis and Development (Source: Adapted from Ostrom, 
Gardner and Walker (1994, p.37) 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Executive Service) gained through interviews and a survey as ways to examine and explain 

a critical phenomenon – that of elite group formation and identification – which affects 

members of specific groups (Creswell, 2007).  As noted by Moustakas (1994) qualitative 

approaches are best suited when examining phenomenon that involves two comparative, 

though distinct research subjects.  In the case of this study, members of the Army SES are 

part of an elite leadership cohort who must collaborate within a shared working 

environment, and are subject to many of the same institutional constraints that their 

military counterparts experience.  The expectation of this collaboration is that members 

of both leadership groups – whether civilian or uniformed – will produce effective and 

efficient organizational results.    Given that members of both the Army SES and the GO 
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corps are vested with, and are governed by similar degrees of executive authority and 

responsibilities (Weaver, 2008), an examination of how each group viewed the 

boundaries of their roles, responsibilities, and authority was central to drawing 

conclusions on how much organizational friction exists through their interaction 

processes.  Ultimately it is the nature of those interactions – both positive and negative – 

which affects the development, interpretation, and implementation of strategic level 

policy decisions that have far-reaching impacts on how the Army as an institution 

operates as the primary mechanism of defense for the United States (US Army Posture 

Statement, 2015).As a phenomenological study, this examination of members of the 

Army SES corps fits into what can be categorized as an assessment of a “lived 

experience” focused on describing what all participants have in common as they 

experience a phenomenon (Creswell, 2007, p.57).  This approach allows individual 

experiences to be defined as a phenomenon and therefore be reduced to a simplified 

understanding of its universal essence (Creswell, 2005).  By using qualitative means, the 

study design made extensive use of Moustakas’ (1994) adaption of van Kaam’s 

transcendental phenomenology method.   

As a research instrument, transcendental phenomenology (which some research 

practitioners also refer to as psychological phenomenology) provides researchers the 

ability to analyze the cognitive and behavioral patterns of both individuals and groups 

(Moerer-Urdahl & Creswell, 2004).  This approach permits researchers to observe and 

collect relevant data and experiences from the perspective of the participant(s), rather than 

from themselves, and thus reducing the prevalence of personal bias entering into the 

research and analysis process (Moerer-Urdahl and Creswell, 2004).    
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 Making use of a transcendental approach requires researchers to set aside pre-

conceived prejudices as much as possible and instead, use systematic procedures for 

analyzing data.  Moustakas (1994) noted that the process is called transcendental because 

the researcher should see the phenomenon in a fresh and non-judgmental manner, as well 

as thinking of the topic or problem set being considered in relation to other issues that it 

affects, or conversely, affects it.  As such, transcendental phenomenology allows for the 

scientific study of the appearance of things, events, and phenomena as they are observed, 

or as they appear within individual consciousness as well as finding meaning in human 

experience (Moustakas, 1994; Moerer-Urdahl and Creswell, 2004).   

 This transcendental approach stands in contrast to hermeneutic phenomenology 

whose basic tenet of which is that an individual’s most fundamental and basic 

understanding of the world is already full of meaning (Cerbone, 2007). Rather than 

having a fresh look at specific phenomena which transcendental phenomenology 

stresses, the hermeneutic phenomenological approach insists that any attempt to explain 

phenomena is already conditioned by what has been experienced and previously known 

by those who seek to examine it (Goble and Yin, 2014). For the purposes of this study 

therefore, the transcendental rather than the hermeneutical phenomenological approach 

will allow for a better perspective to be gained in terms of examining and interpreting 

data with less bias (Cerbone, 2007). 

 Although this study makes use of quantitative means in order to provide numerical 

rigor to the findings ascertained by the survey, the most important element derived from 

both the survey and interviews – that of individual comments and observations provided 

by the participants – are forms of descriptive data deliberately excluded from most 

quantitative study’s because such personalized factors interferes with the development of 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             46 
 

generalizations (Denzin and Lincoln, 2008).  Likewise, the quest for discovering 

observable data that can be quantified often ignores the circumstantial experiences that 

support the data that has been collected (Freese and Burke, 1994).  In contrast to 

qualitative means of inquiry, quantitative research stresses the use and need for statistically 

based data that is collected and subsequently analyzed by means of mathematical regression 

processes as a way to compare specific aspects concerning individuals or groups (Creswell, 

2007).  

In deciding the best method to use for analyzing the data that would be collected 

for this study, it was determined that a quantitative approach was not the best vehicle for 

translating the experiential comments provided by the participants into actionable 

recommendations that is the goal of this study.   A phenomenological design was best 

suited to examine actual Senior Executive experiences since “phenomenological research is 

a specific subset of the more general term qualitative research that focuses on the ‘lived 

meaning’ of the phenomena it investigates” (Garza, 2007, p. 313).  A phenomenological 

design also provided a framework to examine the degree of actual experiences without 

prejudicing the reasons underlying or causing the experience (Cerbone, 2007). 10  

 Other qualitative means that were considered, but not found to be as useful in 

answering the research questions included grounded theory, ethnography, narrative 

research, and mixed methods designs.  In reviewing why these alternative design methods 

were not utilized, it was found that they generally lacked the means to examine the 

phenomena existing with elite group formation and identification.     

                                                           
10  Although these methods also serve to explore phenomena in empirical ways, and may be used to 
propose or explore relationships between variables, the results of research based on them usually focus on 
explaining the types of  experiences individuals are confronted with  rather than examining the causal 
effects of the relationships themselves (Creswell, 2009).  
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 When considering for instance grounded theory, although it can be used to explain 

a process within an identified problem or population, it lacks a basis to fully explore 

perceptual concepts provided by the study participants (Creswell, 2009).  Similarly, although 

ethnographic research is centered on examining and interpreting the patterns of a culture-

sharing group, the purpose of this study is to determine whether members of the SES are 

perceived to be equal to their GO counterparts and the effects of whether that assumption 

is either true or false.   

This study therefore is not meant to serve as a description of their characteristics as 

a definable and distinct entity within the larger Army executive leadership corporate 

culture, although normative descriptions that provide background and context are useful 

and have been made earlier in this chapter (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008).  For this reason, 

the use of case studies as a form of ethnographic design was rejected since by their nature 

case studies make use of specific research limitations in terms of time, place, or physical 

boundaries (Creswell, 2005; Northouse, 2010).  

Although considered initially as a design method for this study, a mixed methods 

design utilizing both intensive regression analysis and qualitative data was found to have too 

many limitations since the use of reliable quantitative data is essential for such a project 

design.   If such numerically translatable data is not available or insufficient, the results of 

the study would call into question the validity of the qualitative data gathered (Creswell, 

2009).  For these reasons, a transcendental phenomenology approach was chosen as the 

optimal research method to discover and examine elite group identity formation within the 

Army SES population vis-à-vis their uniformed GO counterparts.                 
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                                      Purpose of the Study      

 The purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice is to apply the 

conceptual tools afforded by the IAD framework (Ostrom, 2005) to examine whether 

members of the Army SES identify as a part of an elite group in ways similar to that of 

their uniformed general officer counterparts.   In order to discern this, the study will 

concentrate on what common actions and events do Army civilian senior executives 

undergo that allows for elite identity formation that is in line with several theories that 

can be used to  analyze senior level group dynamics.   The study will explore specific 

ways that an elite group identity is formed within newly selected entrants into the SES in 

ways that are different from their uniformed GO counterparts.   

A principal part of this study centered on whether those different methods of 

group identity formation used for the uniformed and civilian senior leader cohorts 

translate into noticeable variances in the way they perceive themselves vis-à-vis their 

other (outgroup) counterparts.   The conclusions reached through the research indicate 

that members of these two sets of senior leaders perceive each other’s cohort as outsiders 

from their own concept of insider group members.  Overcoming and mitigating these 

negative perceptions of belonging to different organizational and cultural “tribes” must 

be a vital objective as the Senior Leadership of the Army increasingly substitutes civilian 

executives for senior military officers in positions of critical responsibility.   

Significance of the Study 

By examining the methods and process used to recruit and develop members of 

the senior executives of the U.S. Army into a cohesive elite group, this study found there 

is considerable divergence in the way civilian senior executives view their roles and 
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responsibilities vice their uniformed general officer counterparts.  By using a survey 

instrument grounded in social identity theory developed by Tajfel and Turner (1979, 

1986), participants were made to focus responses to questions centering on variables 

measured in terms of high and low intensity to perceived levels of responsibility, 

authority, influence, and identification they have within their organization using a Likert 

scale approach (Wuensch, 2005).  

Social identity theory states that social behavior will vary along a continuum 

between interpersonal behavior and intergroup behavior (Tajfel, 1978). Completely 

interpersonal behavior would be behavior determined solely by the individual 

characteristics and interpersonal relationships that exists between two or more people. 

Completely intergroup behavior would be behavior determined solely by the social 

category memberships that apply to two or more people (Tajfel and Turner, 1979).                 

                              Delimitations of the Study       

 Members of the Army SES’s and GO’s were the only individuals identified to be 

participants for the survey.  Demographic information was collected and utilized to sort 

information and compare results.  Participants were categorized by age, gender, type of 

position, period of service as an SES, prior military service, prior civilian service, and 

educational level.  The survey made use of a standard set of questions using a 5-point 

Likert scale. By responding to a Likert questionnaire item, respondents of the survey will 

specify their level of agreement or disagreement on a symmetric agree-disagree scale for 

a series of statements allowing for an answer range that captures the intensity of their 

feelings for a given item (Wuensch, 2005).         
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                                  Limitations of the Study      

 By using an on-line, web-based structured survey instrument, data was gathered 

only from a sample population (albeit, a large response distribution) of members of the 

Army SES and general officers in an information neutral manner allowing participants to 

select answers that best fit their perception of whether or not the questions they were 

asked during the evaluation process matched their background and experiences.  If 

individuals had other experiences or comments, such information was captured by means 

of a comment box at the end of the survey. Identifying willing participants from among a 

closed participant base comprised of only members of the SES and GO’s was initially 

thought to have been problematical as potential participants may not have been interested 

in participating in a survey that required them to detach themselves from their routine 

tasks and instead focus on answering specific normative questions.   

The study found that a suitable and representative sample population made itself 

available to participate in survey to the effect that out of 270 available current SES 

members and 50 general officers who were contacted to anonymously participate in the 

survey 105 SES members and 20 generals responded respectively for a participation rate 

of 40 % for members of the SES and 50% for general officers.          

                                                Contribution to Research         

 This study will provide information that will be beneficial to understanding how 

large and complex organizations recruit, select and form an elite social group 

consciousness within their senior leadership cohort.  The study should also assist in 

testing various models of group identification and elite theory against a visible and 

existing group such as the US Army senior leadership by observing and determining the 
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effects such group identity has on policy formulation and execution through analysis of a 

largely distributed and responded to survey.           

                                                            Assumptions      

 There are five main assumptions that underlie this study:  1)  Both uniformed and 

civilian members of the Army senior leadership group identify themselves as being a part 

of an exclusive organizational elite group;  2)  Individuals recruited and selected for 

membership within this elite adopt and adhere to the rules and prescriptions required to 

maintain membership; 3)  Although the two components of the senior leadership of the 

Army come from divergent backgrounds and experiences, once selected and appointed to 

either GO or SES rank, they combine to form an elite group; and 4)  Significant 

differences based on civilian vice military cultural aspects will predominate the 

perceptions and expectations of both leadership elites;  and 5)  The more the members of 

the elite leadership group adhere to and adopt sanctioned and expected organizational 

values and procedures,  the more predictable their professional formulation and execution 

of policy priorities will be.                 

                                                    Study Design   

The study design made extensive use of a transcendental phenomenological 

approach. A transcendental approach provided a method to observe the wholeness and 

essence of a human experience without prejudgments, revealing meaning from the point 

of view of the participant (Moerer-Urdahl & Creswell, 2004). Researchers use 

transcendental phenomenology to approach the observed phenomenon in a scientific 

manner that allows researchers to reveal perceptions as they appear to the participant 

(Moustakas, 1994).  The study design combined two complementary frameworks to add 
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rigor to the design credibility, transferability, dependability, and conformability (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). The overarching framework for conducting the study is based on the 

Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2009) seven stages of qualitative interview research.   

In the study design, the seven stages included the phenomenological method of 

inquiry and data analysis: a modified van Kaam approach to transcendental 

phenomenological research (Moustakas, 1994). Figure 1.6 below depicts the qualitative 

study design that blended the Kvale and Brinkmann (1994) framework with the Moustakas 

modified van Kaam framework.  

 

Figure 1.6: Study Design Model. This model depicts the methodology used for survey based 
research in a phenomenological approach to data collection and analysis.  Note. Modified from 
original study design incorporating “Interviews: Learning the Craft of Qualitative Research 
Interviews” by S. Kvale and S. Brinkmann, Copyright 2009, Sage Publications, Inc and 
“Phenomenological Research Methods” by C. Moustakas, Copyright 1994, Sage Publications. 
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                                                       Research Questions  

Current concepts of managerial group processes such as Elite Theory, Upper 

Echelons Theory, Putnam’s Social Capital Theory, and most importantly, Tajfel and 

Turner’s Social Identity Theory (SIT) framed the research questions for this study. Elite 

group theory’s underlying premise is that the power and resources of organizations are 

controlled by an identifiable and exclusive group of individuals largely because of their social 

background, education, contacts, and experiences (Putnam, 1977).  Those who are excluded 

from being a part of the elite group find it is because they are judged not to be as capable, 

competent or possessing other characteristics that members of the elite group find undesirable 

or threatening to the overall success of the organization the elite group controls.   

Likewise, the longer an individual serves as a part of an organizational elite and 

invests extensive time, resources, and credibility on behalf of it, the more an elite 

member seeks to gain in return, and therefore has the most to lose if the organization fails 

(Bottomore, 1993).  Similarly, in their roles as leaders, members of elite groups construe 

strategic level actions and events largely through their own personal experiences, values, 

and personalities, which lead to critical choices being made based largely on the 

knowledge and skills they previously acquired (Hambrick, 2007; Hambrick & Mason, 

1984). Viewed through an elite group theory prism, an organization is a reflection of 

executive strategic choices and personal executive demographic characteristics that 

influence those choices (Finkelstein and Peteraf., 2007; Hambrick & Mason, 1984).  

Examining the existing literature on elite group formation and consolidation 

within military-centric environments found that most research centers on senior military 

elites to the exclusion of members of the Army SES as research subjects (Schwind and 
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Laurence, 2006; Ulmer, 2005; Wong, Gerras, Kidd, Pricone, Swengros, 2003). 

Additionally, a review of the relevant literature found that it largely overlooked 

government SES populations and in particular, US military civilian senior leader cohorts 

from discussions dealing with elite group formation and interaction.   

As noted by several recent studies dealing with military leader, the model for 

developing senior leadership for the military in general and the Army in particular is that it 

“grows its own” as opposed to the civilian model of seeking and recruiting  new talent 

from external sources (Wong, Gerras, Kidd, Pricone, Swengros, 2003; Ulmer, 2005; Bass, 

2007).  This form of talent recruitment and development method reflects the Army’s iron 

triangle (process, procedure and precedent) of senior leaders selecting their successors 

from a pool of military individuals “who share the backgrounds, philosophies, and 

values” of those who serve as both gatekeepers and selectors (Ndofor, Priem, Rathburn, 

and Dhir, 2009, p. 3). The effect of this process is that, although necessary (with the level 

of technical and strategic knowledge needed to understand and successfully manage the 

incredibly complex requirements of manning, training, and equipping military forces), 

only senior leaders trained and developed to lead such enterprises can be eligible to be 

considered for promotion and secession to key leadership positions (Huntington, 1957; 

Moilanen, 2002).             

Since there has been a significant expansion of both uniformed and civilian senior 

level positions in recent years, regardless of the source, senior leaders for the Army, 

whether military or civilian, once they join a new organization in a leadership role need to 

establish and maintain what Finkelstein and Peteraf (2007) term “leadership credibility,” 

early in their tenure.  Failure to establish a reservoir such leadership credibility places 
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senior leaders at risk because overcoming or changing initial negative impressions they 

make on subordinates, colleagues and superiors can almost never be turned around (Van 

Buren and Safferstone, 2009).   

One theory of executive leadership that has gained wide currency in recent years 

that helps in understanding how senior level executives perceive and react to critical 

issues is Hambrick and Mason’s (1984) concept of “upper echelons.”  Central to this 

model is that demographic and personal characteristics significantly influence the 

decisions senior executives make when they are confronted with critical situations such 

as opportunities, threats, alternatives, and variations of developed courses of action that 

reflect their own personal perceptions, biases, experiences, and skill-sets (Hambrick, 

2007). These individualized perceptions of strategic situations arise due to the executive’s 

individual experiences, values, personality, and other human factors. Thus, according to 

upper echelon theory, organizations become reflections of their top executives (Nishii, et 

al 2007).    Lawrence (1997) emphasized the predictive nature of upper echelons theory 

based on its reliance on demographics as a key indicator.  The utility upper echelons theory 

therefore allows demographic variables to be used “as indicators of subjective concepts 

that produce some outcome” (Lawrence, 1997, p. 4).   

As a qualitative method, Priem, Lyon, and Dess (1999) argued conceptual 

frameworks (such as social identity theory and upper echelon theory) are necessary for 

quantitative techniques to develop structural analysis within strategic leadership research 

as a means of accessing the perceptions and positions senior level executives take.  When 

used together with social identity, and elite theory, upper echelons theory provides a 

framework for the following qualitative research questions:         
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RQ1: What are the leadership experiences and personal characteristics members of 

the Army SES corps should have in order for their GO counterparts to consider them to be 

(and treat them as) peers?    

 RQ2:  What experiences and professional development opportunities do members of 

the Army SES corps need in order to identify themselves a part of a distinct elite group that is 

equal to that of general officers?          

 RQ3: What are the differences in roles and responsibilities that members of the Army 

SES corps are given vice those of their uniformed counterparts?       

                                                 Theoretical Framework 

An executive makes strategic decisions in a complex and ambiguous environment 

based upon a frame of reference derived from past experience, education, and functional 

background (Finkelstein and Peteraf, 2007).  Moreover, such leaders tend to gain support 

for those decisions through personal leadership credibility (Kouzes and Posner, 2007).  

This study argues that a leader’s credibility and sense of self-confidence is built 

upon the degree by which they are accepted into an in-group.  Once admitted to such a 

group, (and in the context of this study, the Army SES cohort is viewed as such an in-

group) leaders are able to make decisions based on the level of trust they are given as 

well as the degree of self-confidence they possess. An underlying assumption is that trust 

in each other senior leader must be a critical variable in order for an executive to perform 

in their position effectively.  Whether civilian or military, executive level leaders must 

not only trust in the personal integrity of their counterparts, colleagues, and subordinates, 

but must make use of those qualities at all times.       
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        Using Social Identity Theory as a Primary Phenomenological Approach 

 To place these concepts into a theoretical framework dealing with intergroup 

relations, the theoretical models developed by Tajfel (1974), and Tajfel and Turner 

(1979, 1986) provide significant utility.  Tajfel’s original concept of social identity as a 

way to explain intergroup behavior based on observations he made on how an 

individual's sense of self derived meaning and purpose from membership in 

a relevant social group.  Tajfel’s early work in the 1970’s was added to by his student and 

colleague, John Turner who refined SIT into self-categorization theory which connected 

theories of the self with group processes and social cognition (Turner and Reynolds, 

2010).  While SIT seeks to explain inter-group activities in terms of the need for 

individuals to achieve a positive social identity, self-categorization theory attempts to 

explain higher-level group processes in terms of moving to self-categorization such as the 

conflict between reconciling personal identity with required social identity.   

Building on the insights gained through SIT analysis, self-categorization theory 

argues that personal identity defines an individual as a unique person in terms of their 

individual differences from other ingroup persons (Turner and Reynolds, 2010). In 

contrast, social identity refers to social categorizations which define an individual in 

terms of similarities shared with other members of a common, but unique social group 

they belong to.   It is in this context that the “us” (ingroup) versus “them,” (outgroup) 

grows into conflict between competing groups. By expanding the parameters of SIT, 

Tajfel and Turner’s  later  research seeks to explain and predict specific intergroup 

behaviors on the basis of perceived group status differences, the legitimacy and stability 
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of those status differences, and the ability to transfer from one social group to another 

(Haslam, Ellemers, Reicher, Reynolds, and Schmitt, 2010).     

Social identity theory posits that social behavior will vary along a continuum 

between interpersonal behavior and intergroup behavior.  Completely interpersonal 

behavior is behavior determined solely by the individual characteristics and interpersonal 

relationships that exists between two or more people.  Wholly intergroup behavior is 

behavior determined solely by the social category memberships that apply to two or more 

people (Hollander, 1964; Hogg, Terry, and White, 1995).  In their research, Tajfel and 

Turner noted that purely interpersonal or purely intergroup behavior is unlikely to be 

found in realistic social situations (1986). Instead, behavior can be expected to be driven 

by a compromise between the two extremes.       

Although some researchers have treated it as general theory of social 

categorization (Brown and Zagefka, 2006), Tajfel’s original construct of social identity 

theory posited that social behavior varies along a spectrum that moves and changes 

depending on interactions caused by interpersonal and intergroup  activity (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979).   Accordingly, Tajfel and Turner (1979) consider conduct that is 

dominated by interpersonal behavior to be determined almost exclusively by the 

individual characteristics and interpersonal relationships that exists between two or more 

people.  

Similarly, intergroup behavior would be determined largely, if not entirely by the 

social category memberships that apply to two or more people (Tajfel and Turner, 1979; 

Turner and Reynolds, 2010).  This study will make use of the insights provided by SIT 

and its follow-on approach of self-categorization theory to provide theoretical context to 
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how an elite group identity is created and fostered amongst the members of the Army 

SES vis-à-vis their interactions withier uniformed general officer counterparts and 

colleagues.                 

                                              Definition of Terms  

As a phenomenological grounded study, the research contains language and terms 

unique to both the established literature that examines civilian executive management as 

well as emerging inquiries that analyze relations between the federal civil service and the 

American military establishment. The terms that are employed throughout this study are 

characteristic of the literature that explores executive leadership and management, social 

identity theory, and elite theory as well as those that are specific to the Army and the military. 

Definitions for terms such as The Army Profession, interpretative filtering, executive 

leadership, on-boarding, organizational transformation, insider-outsider theory, self-

stereotyping, and upper echelons theory are provided below.      

 The Army Profession is an Army centric term that has been adopted with the 

publication of the Army Doctrine Reference Publication Number 1 (ADRP) in June 2015.  

The central purpose of the publication is to define and discuss the “Army’s dual nature as 

a military department of the United States Government and, more importantly, a military 

profession. It identifies two mutually supportive communities of practice: the Profession 

of Arms (Soldiers) and the Army Civilian Corps (Army Civilians).  It (also) identifies the 

essential characteristics that define the Army as a profession: trust, honorable service, 

military expertise, stewardship, and esprit de corps.” (ADRP-1, 2015, p. v)   

Of note, this publication also provides a definition of what a “profession” is:  “A 

profession is a trusted, disciplined, and relatively autonomous vocation whose members — 
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Provide a unique and vital service to society, without which it could not flourish;  Provide 

this service by developing and applying expert knowledge; Earn the trust of society 

through ethical, effective, and efficient practice; Establish  and  uphold  the  discipline  

and  standards  of  their  art  and  science,  including  the responsibility for professional 

development and certification; (and) Are granted significant autonomy and discretion in 

the practice of their profession on behalf of society.” (ADRP-1, 2015, p. 1-1)   

Moreover, for the first time within a doctrinal context, Department of the Army 

Civilians, (and in particular, Senior Executives as the role models for the Army’s civilian 

workforce) who meet the required certification criteria in terms of character, competence, 

and commitment are also termed “professionals” – that is, they are acknowledged as 

sharing the responsibilities and requirements for maintaining the Army as a profession.  

 Interpretive filtering involves the phenomena of having personal experiences, 

values, and personality traits overly affect both the field of vision an individual or group 

perceives reality by the limiting the “directions they look and listen” which in turn leads to 

selective perception of what they actually see and hear, and a singular interpretation of 

how they assign meaning to “ what they see and hear” (Hambrick, 2007, p. 337).  The 

danger of executives falling into the perceptual chasm of interpretive filtering lays in the 

construction of a “cognitive map” which is reinforced by similar perceptions of reality 

from like minded individuals.        

 Once in such a group, the shared cognitive map of a group becomes “common 

sense” wherein individuals tend to significantly overestimate the value of information 

that confirms their cognitive map, and underestimate disconfirming information.  

Individuals subscribing to a specific cognitive map search for evidence that supports their 
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shared beliefs.  This involves use of interpretive filters changes data, events, and actions 

in ways that supports the convictions they and the group hold (Meyer, 2007).    

 Executive leadership “involves the coordination and maintenance of the 

organization as a whole, including all of its subcomponents” (Zaccaro, 2001, p. 11). 

Terms such as executive leadership, senior leadership, and strategic leadership are used 

interchangeably throughout leadership literature (Zaccaro, 2001) and represent leadership 

exercised by individuals holding positions in upper levels of organizations who influence 

organizational direction. Members of the SES as well as general officers apply executive 

leadership at critical positions within the upper echelons of the Army’s various 

organizations.            

 On-boarding is the mechanism through which individuals who are new to an 

organization obtain the necessary knowledge, skills, and accepted organizational 

behaviors to become effective group members and insiders also known as organizational 

socialization (Butterfield, 2008; Bauer and Erdogan, 2011).  On-boarding serves to 

integrate and indoctrinate newly accessed individuals into the cultural and professional 

standards of the organization they have become a part of.  Similarly, it serves to inculcate 

an ever-increasing degree of loyalty and self-identification with the new organization 

(Bauer and Erdogan, 2011).   On-boarding is also used to identify and remediate observed 

shortcomings or omissions of newly accessed individuals “during the earliest phase of the 

newly accessed individual’s employment” period (Reese, 2005, p. 24).     

 Organizational transformation is defined by Newman (2000) as the process by 

which groups and entities undergo “a strategic reorientation” as well as “an 

organizational metamorphosis, or change in organizing templates or archetypes” (p. 604). 
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 The term Outsider from a enterprise perspective involves personnel or members of 

an organization who have “fewer than two years employment at (an organization as well 

as) anyone who has never worked for the company, and anyone who did not report 

directly to the preceding CEO” (Finkelstein, Hambrick, and Cannella., 2009, p. 373).  A 

related condition of outsiderness is defined by Karaevli, (2007, p. 692) “as the extent to 

which a new (strategic level leader) brings different leadership style, knowledge, skills, 

and perspective to (an organization) based on his or her previous experience” in other 

organizations.           

                                                 Assumptions       

 Two assumptions serve as a foundation for this study. First, all participants were 

truthful and accurately provided responses that accurately reflect their factual background 

data and their perceptions when taking part in the survey.  In an analysis dealing with the 

applicability of rating scales as a means of scoring results posited by survey questionnaires, Van 

Alphen, Halfens, Hasman, and Imbos (1994) note that the elegance of making use of the Likert 

scale is that it can provide the simple sum of responses over the full range of the 

questionnaire.  The survey provided to the respondents required by this study follows the 

assumption that by making use of Likert scaling all “items are assumed to be replications 

of each other or in other words items are considered to be parallel instruments" (Van 

Alphen et al, 1994, p. 197).  

By making use of both a survey and selected individual interviews, the 

phenomenological design of this study provided a portal to examine phenomena from the 

personal perspective of members of the Army SES and general officer cohort (Allen and 

Seaman, 2007).  The second assumption was that study participants understood the nature 
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of their being a part of a distinct elite group – to include both classes of participants (i.e., 

civilian SES and military GO).        

 In order to ensure survey integrity in regards to the second assumption, all survey 

participants were either active or recently retired members of the SES, or active or retired 

general officers.  In some cases, out of the 280 members of the SES who were contacted 

and asked to participate in the survey, among the 125 members of the SES who actually 

responded to the survey, approximately 15 individuals were former general officers and 

therefore had unique insights and comments to make.             

                                                Summary       

 A qualitative phenomenological study was conducted in the Spring of 2015 to 

determine whether members of the DA civilian SES identify themselves as a cohesive elite 

cohort in comparable terms to their GO counterparts. Given the difference between these 

two elite cohorts in terms of the levels of responsibility and decision making authority 

their positions are vested with a central hypothesis of this study is that members of the 

SES also differ in their formulation and execution of critical military policies and 

decisions making use of Hambrick’s upper-echelons theory approach and Tajfel and 

Turner’s social identity theory in ways that utilizes elite group identification and 

cohesiveness as primary variables.     

To test this hypothesis, the study utilized a cross-sectional survey designed to 

ensure a high response rate from a large sample of members of the SES and General 

Officers.  The results of the survey found that considerable differences remain in the way 

Army civilian senior executives perceive both the nature of their work and their roles in 

contrast to that of their General Officers counterparts.  Examining and comparing the 
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responses of both civilian senior executives and general officers as a part of a wider 

discussion of executive leadership research is an increasingly essential area of 

organizational theory (Robie, Brown, and Bly, 2008). The overarching phenomenological 

research methodology for the survey was guided by Allen and Seaman’s (2007) four levels 

of measurement (nominal data; ordinal data; interval data; and ratio data).  The research 

was developed further by making use of a phenomenological method of inquiry and data 

analysis using a modified van Kaam approach to transcendental phenomenological 

research (Moustakas, 1994). Chapter 2 of the study will present an overview of the 

relevant literature dealing with leadership theories relevant to elites, group identification, 

upper echelons theory, executive level leadership, military general officer leadership, and 

executive on-boarding.    
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        CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW      

 A survey of the literature covering elite leadership cohorts such as that of the 

Army SES finds an array of research materials and data that are interrelated, overlapping 

but often conflicting in their findings (Hogg, 2001; Northouse, 2010).  Within this 

extensive array of data, a massive amount of research has been conducted encompassing 

the fields of leadership, group dynamics and social identity formation with increasing 

specialization in these areas over the past fifty years.  Although group formation research 

has been the subject of considerable interest to many disciplines within the social 

sciences due to its emphasis on examining factors bearing on the motivation of both 

individuals and groups (e.g., Hollander, 1958, 1964; Smelser, 1962; Downs, 1967; Olson, 

1971; Tajfel, 1974; Dion, 1979; Shamir, 1993; Freese and Burke, 1994; Hogg et al, 1995, 

Hogg, 2001; Bass, 2007), research on leadership elites within groups has been sparse 

(Northouse, 2010; Haslam, Reicher, and Platow, 2011). 

Even more so, research dealing with civilian leadership elites within the 

Department of Defense in general, and members of the U.S. Army Senior Executive 

Service in particular, remains a largely unexplored area of study within the broader field 

of elite group analysis. Other than internal departmental and organizational surveys and 

reports that have been produced by various commissions and audit agencies such as the 

annual OPM statistical report on the SES, research on how the Army recruits, develops 

and employs its SES members in comparison with their uniformed general officer 

counterparts has been lacking (Weaver, 2008).  

Given the extensive amount of theoretical literature available dealing with 

leadership styles, group dynamics, and social identity compared to the lack of existing 
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empirical data, a problem of where to focus quickly appears due to the numerous 

conflicting and many times competing concepts and models which offer alternative 

explanations for group-centered phenomena.   

It is left, therefore, to the researcher to decide which approaches are best suited to 

demonstrate and explain those problem sets needing to be examined (Manheim and Rich, 

1991) in regards to developing a coherent model of elite group identity development for 

the Army’s senior executive leadership cohort.  A comprehensive review of available and 

relevant sources finds that theoretical models which focus on individual development 

perspectives, transactional leadership approaches, and group identity processes best 

explains how a large and complex organization such as the U.S. Army forms and sustains 

an elite identity among its career civilian senior leadership.       

 Whereas social identity theory (SIT) as pioneered by Tajfel and Turner (1978, 

1986) and further expanded by others (Hogg, 2001) provides useful insights to the 

descriptive formulation of why individuals would aspire to join or be admitted to an elite 

group, SIT does not fully explain how the group adjusts and changes through such 

admissions.  To better distinguish this particular dynamic, transactional leader models 

(TLM) (Hollander, 1964, 1985; Adams, 1965; Bennis, 2000) serve as an alternative 

approach providing correlates for individual and group interactions.  Examples of these 

TLM related social interactions include contingent rewards that serve to influence the 

behaviors of both members and organizations (Bennis, 2000).    

While SIT and TLM analysis assists in understanding the underlying structures of 

social interactions from a group perspective, a greater challenge resides in determining 

what model best illustrates the effect elites have on an organization within a specific 
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American governmental environment.  More to the point, senior leaders, and specifically, 

civilian members of the Department of the Army SES are both, by statute and necessity, a 

singular elite cohort (Carey, 2012).  Despite earlier and more recent elite theory research, 

the Army’s SES cohort does not fall neatly into previously formulated categories of elite 

group research.  Seminal works and research dealing with leadership as a sociological 

phenomenon first began to be developed and published from the 1930’s (Parsons, 1964).  

 These early studies identified the emergence of leadership paradigms as elites 

within the American variant of governmental, economic, and military institutions.  

However, successive researchers starting the late 1940, and continuing for the next three 

decades tended to veer towards structural Marxist interpretations of forms of dominance 

that coalesced into what was described as “iron triangles” (Mills,1956; Hunter,1953; 

Schattschneider, 1983; Domhoff, 1983).  The conclusions drawn from such research 

tended to indicate that institutional barriers were inherent within the American form of 

social governance that effectively and purposely prevented members of outside groups 

which were identified as being comprised of women and various minority groups from 

being admitted to positions of meaningful power and influence (Putnam, 1976).   

According to these researchers, such exclusion also indicated structural and social 

barriers were in place that effectively prevented or inhibited females and minorities from 

advancing or even being considered for appointment into the highest levels of 

governmental agencies. Such structural impediments were found to exist in all agencies 

to include the Department of Defense (Weaver, 2008).      

 In contrast to those who argued from a Marxian class-centric perspective, an 

alternative pluralist school of thought presented compelling arguments that refuted many 
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of the assertions of the elite theorists.  While acknowledging that elite elements exist 

within the American pattern of social structures, pluralist analysis of group interests and 

socio-economic absorption into civil society have usually served as the social safety 

valve allowing for admission into elite institutions and power centers (Parsons, 1964; 

Dahl, 1969; Downs, 1967; Olson, 1971).            

  Points of Entry for Theoretical Analysis Using the IAD Framework   

 In order to synthesize these three main theoretical strands—that of leadership 

typology, group identity, and elite formation—into a cohesive structural model, Ostrom’s 

(2007) Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD) framework will be used as the 

overarching analytical tool (see page 43 for an illustration of the framework model).  The 

utility of this framework is that it allows a mapping of policy processes by outlining a 

systematic analytical approach in regards to institutions that have the capability of 

controlling or deciding outcomes within collective action arrangements (Ostrom, 2005).   

The definition of institutions within the IAD Framework as a set of rules and 

constraints that are used to organize various types of recurring and structured interactions 

(Ostrom, 2005, 2007) is both instructive and useful when considering group identity 

issues common to Army senior executives.  These rules and constraints include rules, 

norms, and shared strategies (Polski and Ostrom, 1999).  A further set of distinctions is 

made in determining whether the institution is formal or informal in nature.  This 

distinction is important in that formal institutions usually operate from rules-in-form 

while informal organizations or groups usually conform to rules-in-use (Ostrom, 2007).  

Assuming an elite identity exists amongst Army senior executives, an understanding of 

how that elite identity influences their role in both the wider Army and more directly 
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within the institutional context is useful.  By considering the Army in such an 

institutional context, the IAD framework offers a means by which group behavior within 

its senior leadership cohorts can be explained.  

In her early formulation of the IAD, Ostrom argued that by their nature, 

institutions tend to restrict the capacity for authentic social interaction between members 

for what is perceived to be the good of the larger organizational entity, leading at times to 

uncertainty and distrust amongst certain elements (Polski & Ostrom, 1999). Using the 

IAD framework as a systematic method to comprehend complex social situations 

provides valuable insights into key social problems that can be used to analyze and 

design future institutional policy interventions in a wide variety of socio-political-

economic situations such as those found in the organizational behavior of senior leader 

cohorts of the U.S. Army (Ostrom, 2005).    

The IAD framework centers on human interactions which according to Ostrom is 

usually the cause of organizational friction and competition.  By analyzing the various 

components of interaction, circumstances can be adjusted in order to create positive 

relationships and remove uncertainty (Polski and Ostrom, 1999).  When organizations 

and participants establish common goals and purposes, the IAD framework predicts they 

must interact across multiple action situations at different levels of activity in order to 

reach positive outcomes—outcomes which are based on rational choice theory (Polski & 

Ostrom, 1999).  Ostrom believes such interaction is critical because organizational 

groups intentionally structure information and create incentives to act or not to act in 

given situations which impose constraints on participant behavior and feasible actions 

(Ostrom, 2007).           
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 As a means of analysis, the IAD model describes seven types of rules: position, 

boundary, authority, aggregation, scope, information, and payoff (Ostrom, 2005). 

Viewing group competition through an applicable rule set represents the minimal but 

necessary set of rules required to explain policy-related actions, interactions, and 

outcomes, and the sources of those rules.  With Army general officers and senior 

executives moving between organizational conflict and collaboration depending on the 

situational context, the issue of what group dominates power accretion and distribution 

within organizational boundaries is a critical concern based partly on self-interest and the 

mission of the organization.           

                             Framing and Reframing Model     

 Other group-centric leadership models that provide added value to the analysis of 

elite group formation include Bolman and Deal’s (2008) Framing and Reframing (FAR) 

model.  According to this approach, any leadership style can be effective or ineffective, 

depending upon the situation. FAR suggests that leaders can be characterized into one of 

four categories. The four approaches are Structural Leadership (SL), Human Resource 

Leadership (HRL), Political Leadership (PL), and Symbolic Leadership (SYL). Within 

this framework, SL focuses on structure, strategy, environment, implementation, 

experimentation, and adaptation.  Under this condition of an effective leadership 

situation, the leader serves as a social architect whose leadership style is analysis and 

design. In an ineffective leadership situation, the leader is a petty tyrant whose leadership 

style is hyper detail oriented.   

This contrasts with HRL that centers its attention on people and communicates 

that belief being visible and accessible while empowering, increasing participation, 
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supporting, sharing information, and moving decision making down into the 

organization. In an effective leadership situation, such a leader serves as a catalyst and 

servant whose leadership style is support, advocating, and empowerment. The obverse of 

this usually positive category is that in an ineffective leadership situation, the leader is 

perceived to be indecisive leading to passivity and abdication of authority and 

responsibility.  

The next quadrant identified is PL which is characterized by a clear guidance on 

what is needed and what can be achieved.  Leaders who are practitioners of PL also tend 

to assess the distribution of power and interests within an organization and building 

linkages to other stakeholders.  In a largely transactional form of leadership, PL makes 

use of persuasion first, followed by negotiation, and if those two participatory forms of 

leadership do not achieve the desired results, will resort to coercion if necessary. In an 

effective leadership situation, such leaders serve as advocates whose leadership style 

relies on coalition building. In an ineffective leadership situation, PL practitioners are 

viewed as disingenuous whose leadership style relies on manipulation.   

 Lastly, individuals who make use of SL view organizations as a stage where roles 

are used to portray impressions, making use of symbols to capture attention, and framing 

experiences by providing subjective interpretations of incidents to develop and 

communicate a vision (Bolman and Deal, 2008).   Leaders or groups that rely on only one 

of these approaches tend to find the results of their leadership actions to be suboptimal. 

Instead, leaders should strive to be conscious of all four approaches rather than relying on 

the one or two frameworks they are most comfortable with (Bolman and Deal, 2008).  
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 Making Use of Social Identity Theory to Discover Elite Group Patterns  

 Although the FAR model of Bolman and Deal was of value to the preliminary 

grounding of the research for this study, Tajfel and Turner’s social identity theory (SIT) 

proved to be most useful theoretical construct for the research of this study to use as it 

provided a means of analysis for intergroup relations.  Since its introduction into the field 

of organization theory in the early 1970’s by Henri Tajfel, SIT has been major 

component of organizational behavior research that added to earlier models of collective 

behavior pioneered by Hollander (1958), Homans, (1961), Smelser (1962), Parsons 

(1964), and Olson (1971) among others (Turner and Reynolds, 2010).  Within this study, 

SIT served as a primary tool of analysis in developing hypotheses which served to answer 

how and why a shared elite group identity is developed and sustained among members of 

a disparate cohort.   Central to many contemporary theories of leadership is the view that 

once an individual is admitted into a group or an exclusive cohort, rather than being 

categorized as a reward based on the performance and potential of an individual, such 

entry can also serve as a “form of social tradeoff exchange wherein the individual 

surrenders certain elements of personal autonomy” as the cost of joining, or being 

admitted to the group (Emerson, 1976, p. 335).       

 While providing greater prestige and compensation to the individual and 

presumably providing added value to the group, acceptance by that individual into the 

group results in the loss of a degree of individual social space as well as the assumption 

of additional (and often burdensome) responsibilities. Both earlier and more recent 

research dealing with social identity theory (Hogg and Abrams, 1988; Tajfel and Turner, 

1979; and Hogg et al 1995) has tended to corroborate these assumptions and findings.  
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Such research also tends to validate preconceptions of how leaders should behave in 

ways that conform to generally accepted normative values such as fairness, competence, 

and integrity.  These individual values that transcend self-interest tend to become the 

foundational values that advance the wellbeing and sustainment of the organization 

(Hogg, 2001).  Previous research that identified such social exchange-based tradeoffs was 

pioneered by the psychologist Edwin Hollander in the late 1950’s.   

From this research, Hollander developed a transactional social exchange model 

that grew in scope over the course of the next 50 years (Hollander, 1958, 1964, 1985, 

1993, 2008).  Hollander’s premise was that members of groups need to some degree or 

another to be enticed to join such groups based on individual preferences, idealizations of 

what the group or organization/institution represents, and degree of propensity for 

desiring to join such groups.  Once admitted into the group, the new members tended to 

not only follow, but sought to perform at levels that met or exceeded established 

expectations in order to gain approval  and praise from more senior and established 

members of the group (Hollander, 1985).   

From a social exchange approach, such behavior allows new members to gain 

credibility and referential authority within the group or organization by openly 

conforming and fully adopting the perspective and outlook of the group they now belong 

to.  Hollander noted that the outcome of successfully conforming to group norms and 

expectations resulted in the granting of what he termed ‘idiosyncrasy credits’ by the 

group to the member. Such credits were earned over time through adherence to group 

norms.  Once enough credibility had been earned, the new members become viewed as 

valued, trusted, and respected members of the group.  This in turn allows them the right 
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to expend their idiosyncrasy credits either through taking what would otherwise be 

considered deviating actions (which depending on the degree of deviance might be 

forgiven), or innovative behaviors that openly break with the group’s previously 

established norms (Haslam, et al, 2011). Within the context of examining elite identity 

formation with Army Senior Executives, newly appointed members of the SES would be 

expected to follow existing rules, procedures and policies until they gained enough 

idiosyncrasy credits through time in grade and service within their organization to allow 

them the ability to transform or transact within the organization accordingly.     

 Other early advocates of social exchange-based leadership models (Bass, 1985; 

Burns, 1978; Stogdill, 1974) determined that a nexus existed between transactional based 

leadership modes and what became termed, transformational based leadership 

approaches.  Given the emphasis on flattened and increasingly egalitarian organizational 

structures in recent years, this more democratic leadership model categorized successful 

leaders as those who through their positive personal attributes and actions are able to 

change and transform both organizations and individuals through team building rather 

than a reliance on traditional hierarchical organizational models (Hollander, 1985).   

As such, the transformational leader approach with its reliance on inclusive 

pluralistic networks rather than exclusive contained hierarchies has gained many 

adherents both as practitioners and as commentators. Despite this more democratic view 

of leadership the preferred management model within groups and organizations, earlier 

forms of exchange-based leader-follower models continue (Hogg, 2001).  Most 

organizations still require aspiring entrants to surrender a significant degree of personal 

choice and autonomy as well as adapting to, and adopting the established norms of the 
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group in order to exemplify the requirements for membership (Hackman and Johnson, 

2009). This tradeoff or quid pro quo has been a cornerstone of what can be termed 

obligatarian based social relationships.  Although such relationships have been observed 

and commented upon for millennia, the efficacy of transactional leadership models has 

come under increasing scrutiny and criticism following the results of research conducted 

by Burns (1978) among others.       

In contrast to the exchange based commoditization of leader-follower 

relationships, alternative leadership models continue to be developed and advanced in 

order to explain the motivations and purposes individuals seek to join both in and out 

groups (Hackman and Johnson, 2009).  Although admittance into groups, especially those 

considered to be of an elite in nature, is usually freely entered upon between willing 

parties, the binding and contractual nature of transactional leadership models that reflect 

social exchange patterns continues to encourage researchers to develop alternative 

paradigms to explain transactional based leader-follower relationships (Burke, 2011 ).  

In terms that reflect a particularly American form of economic determinism, the 

expectation of gain, and the level of compensation members of a selected elite receive 

through membership in such elite cohorts is crucial in their being recognized externally 

as a part of an exclusive group or organizational tribe.  Likewise, outward symbolics 

associated with their position and place within the organization’s hierarchy discreetly 

allows for other organizational members to identify the leader with the group’s norms 

and values (Bottomore, 1993).   

Indicators of such recognition and identification include striated pay plans as well 

as the ascending degrees of perquisites such as premium office space, support staff, 
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official vehicle use, and other benefits that accompany admittance into an elite group 

(Hollander, 1985).  Within the modern “classless” societies of the West, other than the 

acquisition of decisional making power, pay appears to the most important rank reflector 

within organizations an indicator of prestige. General consensus for this view runs high 

amongst non-socialist, albeit liberal sociologists such as John Kenneth Galbraith who 

noted over 50 years ago, that within a capitalist system, differentials in pay is what 

largely separates organizational leaders from the rest of a group, being “a prime index of 

prestige—the respect, regard and esteem of others—(and) in turn, one of the more 

important sources of satisfaction associated” with being and staying with a particular 

organization (Galbraith, 1985, p. 248).  Likewise, Galbraith touches on a particular 

truism for senior level executive cohorts within elite groups when he notes that senior 

leaders are expected to contribute their best regardless of compensation.  

Moreover, in the overtly egalitarian focused social environments caused by hyper-

access to personal information through web-based media portals, such quality work 

contributions by members of leadership elites are also expected as the norm not only by 

their superiors, but increasingly by their subordinates and peers as well.  This is 

especially true within the American model of public service as being one that should be 

selfless in regard to personal advancement and agnostic in regard to social background 

save that individuals must be qualified to gain and hold office (Lipset, 1963). Such 

egalitarian views of public service reflect back to the deepest political taproots sunk deep 

into the soil of American social values which views those who work within government 

should not profit personally from their service to the public.  Thus the creation and 

cultivation of an exclusive (and by design, exclusionary) leadership cohort that stands 
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apart and above those who work for it, creates a paradox of egalitarian principles being 

shunted aside to accept elitarian requirements. The relationship of egalitarian 

organizational models as they affect the Army’s ability to exercise command and control 

within a military context is important to the examination of Army SES cohorts because of 

the many factors which inhibit their use of authority despite their rank.      

                                 Elite Group Theory Critiques      

 The establishment of the Senior Executive Service by law in 1979 as a distinct 

and elite apex for the Federal civil service was formulated to make clear the distinction 

between those selected and admitted into the SES as a contradistinction to those millions 

of other members of the Federal workforce.  To this degree they fit the requirements and 

description of being a “power elite” as defined by the term coined by C. Wright Mills in 

his 1956 study of dominant social, political, military and economic American institutions.  

By examining the structure and composition of leadership cohorts, albeit from a 

specifically American social idiom of pluralist liberal democracy, Mills provided a 

simplistic and accessible model that explained the nexus between centers of power and 

the people who both control and use it.   

Although steeped in Marxian formulations of social relationships, Mills analysis 

offered a post-Marxist critique that partially rejected the concept of power being an 

exclusive attribute of a ruling class because as he noted, “…‘class’ is an “economic term 

(while) ‘rule’ (is) a political one.  The phrase, ‘ruling class,’ thus contains the theory that 

an economic class rules politically…such a simple view of ‘economic determinism’ must 

be (expanded) by ‘political determinism’ and ‘military determinism’; that the higher 

agent of each of these domains…have a noticeable degree of autonomy; and…only 
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(through) coalitions do they make up and carry through the most important decisions” 

(Mills, 1956, p.72-73).   Building on Mills’ construct, other neo-Marxian arguments were 

advanced by a number of his contemporaries such as G. William Domhoff and Paul 

Sweezy (1981), who stressed the importance of identifying what they saw as the 

necessity for recognizing “the social reality of a ‘class system’ in opposition to the 

democratic pluralist view of politics” being the governing factor of the social landscape 

(Domhoff, 1983, p. 210).  These and other intellectuals of the left expanded the 

examination of societal elites by describing how they serve to dominate and manipulate 

various centers of national power.  

For much of the last quarter of the 20th century, these post-Millsian views 

presented American governmental elites as a phenomenon that assured its existence, 

survival, and replication by means of interlinked networks of individuals with similar 

backgrounds and shared outlooks.  Along with other non-governmental elite cohorts, 

these elite cohorts by effectively control the means of entry, and if necessary, blocking 

the portals allowing membership into such exclusive groups by ensuring aspirants meet 

their criteria for selection and continued membership. Later adherents to the power elite 

paradigm—both Marxist and non-Marxist—largely agreed that such elites operate 

“within—not outside—the democratic process”, thus reconciling it with pluralist 

explanations of concentrations and diffusion of power while reinforcing the institutional 

underpinnings of elite recruitment, training and replacement (Domhoff, 1983).     

 In contrast to the structural and neo-Marxist concepts of social and political elites, 

pluralist views came under severe criticism from the 1950’s onwards with the ascendancy 

of activist inspired social scientists whose openly Marxian views of society lent their 
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findings on various societal issues to be derisive of pluralist explanations of American 

institutions (Clecak, 1973). Among the many paradoxes of the American model of open 

and participatory democracy is that its sinews of government, by both design and need, 

has at its summit of permanent leadership, an exclusive group formed by a closed process 

of recruitment, selection, promotion and replication of selected individuals who must 

meet stringent standards of entrance (Lipset, 1963; Clecak, 1973).      

In recent years, consensus amongst organization theory practitioners has centered 

on two essential functions that senior leaders must assume.  These two functions are 

termed ‘boundary management’ and ‘organizational coordination’ (Burke, 2011).  In the 

case of the first function—that of boundary management, stress is made on how well an 

organization’s external environment is supervised, priorities set, reducing ambiguous, 

conflicting, and complex information, and conveying the results of such analysis to 

organizational members, especially those in management roles.  Whereas the boundary 

management is largely external in its effects, the second function of organizational 

coordination concentrates organizational efforts on internal management requirements in 

ways that stresses internal communication between sub-groups, and determining what 

decisions need to be made and who should make them while monitoring and evaluating 

overall performance (Burke, 2011).                   

                        Implications for Further Research      

 It is clear that following this review of the available literature and data, that 

despite a vast amount of research which has been conducted over the past fifty years in 

the fields of leadership, group dynamics, and elite identity, little research has been 

applied to elite cohort formation from the governmental perspective.  The implications 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             80 
 

for this lack of applicable analysis to those fields is that a full understanding of what 

processes are in place to recruit, develop and sustain a core element of the senior 

leadership of the U.S. Army is missing.  While earlier studies centered their research on 

process driven requirements to create an elite cohort such as the Army’s SES team, this 

paper presents an analytical framework for recommending optimal development and 

utilization of civilian senior executives in ways that they will truly approximate the levels 

of authority and responsibility equal to their general officer peers.            

                                             Summary 

The literature pertaining to elite group identity and development is extensive.  In 

order to narrow it into the appropriate perspective required for this study of civilian 

senior executive behavior with regards to elite group formation and identification, various 

executive leadership models were examined.  Literature dealing with executive 

leadership within the federal civil service was found to have gaps, especially in regards to 

members of the SES in that few studies examined how newly appointed senior executives 

are developed and integrated into a wider leadership elite that they must then identify 

with, and represent.  Furthermore, few studies examined the complex relationship that 

exists within the Department of Defense in general, and the Department of the Army in 

particular, between civilian and military senior leader who as members of the SES and 

the GO corps must share similar responsibilities and authorities without causing 

organizational friction points to arise.     

The literature review required for this study focused on leadership attributes 

required at upper levels of organizations rather than general or lower level managerial 

traits because the leadership qualities necessary and expected for executives  is 
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qualitatively different from those leader characteristics allowable at lower levels of an 

organization (Mumford, Campion, and Morgeson, 2007). Four executive leadership 

models provided broad perspectives that assisted in the categorization of executive level 

leadership requirements. The models included those that involved conceptual complexity, 

behavioral complexity, strategic decision making, and visionary leadership as summarized 

by Zaccaro (2001).  Ostrom’s (2005) IAD model was chosen as the analytical framework 

to examine the way Army civilian senior executives interface and identify with their 

military general officer counterparts.   

Similarly, Tajfel and Turner’s (1979, 1986) SIT framework was found to be the 

most useful in providing an explanatory construct to the motivations and perceptions that 

Army senior leaders might have vis-à-vis the professional relationships and expectations 

each elite leadership cohort might have for one another. Other conceptual leadership 

models such as Hambrick and Mason’s (1984)  upper echelons theory, and Bass’s (2005) 

transformational leadership theory among others were helpful in providing background 

from a broad overview of the multitude of previous research on leadership attributes and 

outcomes.  

Seminal studies of civil-military relations made by Huntington (1957), Janowitz 

(1962), and Downs (1967) did not examine in detail the organizational dynamics that 

occurs when military based hierarchies become a hybrid form of civilian managed military 

organizations which to a large extent is what the US Army has become in recent years.  

Although military leadership is a core organizational competency that emphasizes people 

in similar ways as civilian organizations, the ultimate coercive nature of its foundational 

power structure (Danby, 2007) is one that separates it from normal contingent and 
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consensual based leadership models of civilian organizations.    Similarly, early 

researchers into the need for leaders to acquire and maintain credibility such as Hollander 

(1958) and later Kouzes and Posner (1990) determined that executive leadership is 

sustained through constantly passing referential exercises, actions and events that tests 

their ability and reputation to lead their organization and the people who comprise it at all 

echelons whether it be at subordinate, peer, and superior.  Chapter 3 will provide the 

methods by which these various conceptual constructs will be utilized in the research 

design for this qualitative phenomenological study.        
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         CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY     

 This qualitative phenomenological study explores how members of the US Army 

civilian SES identify themselves as a cohesive elite cohort that is comparable to, though 

separate from, their uniformed counterparts who serve as general officers.  Chapter 3 

reviews the research methods used for this study, and an overview of the 

phenomenological research design employed to investigate the research questions. The 

underlying hypothesis that framed the research conducted in this study was that the 

professional norms, group consciousness, and degree of self-identification as an elite cohort 

among members of the SES as civilians are substantially different from analogous norms and 

modes of group identification adopted and experienced by their general officer peers. Given 

this hypothesis, the line of inquiry for this study developed two key research questions:  (1) 

how such differences noted between members of the SES and their GO counterparts are 

manifested in terms of career formation, development, and assignments; and (2) whether such 

differences affect the formulation and execution of critical military policies and decisions 

made by members of these two parallel, though comparable elite cohorts.   

 The research conducted in this study confirmed that perceptions of such differences 

between the two cohorts exist, and that such differences are at times either magnified or 

minimized depending on the professional background, personal relationships, degree of 

expertise, and position of the SES member.  In reviewing the literature that examines the 

historical development of the SES as a distinct senior leader element within the US 

government, this study makes use of previous research dealing with social identity, groups, 

elites, and senior executive leadership theories in order to further understand its status as an 

elite cohort of the US Army.  Additionally, this study has application in the formulation of 
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personnel policies that can affect career entry and exit points for individuals seeking to 

apply for senior level civilian leadership positions in the Army through the highly competitive 

selection process that is required for appointment to the senior executive service.   

 The results of the current study will add to the field of executive leadership 

development, and identify some of the perceptions that cause friction points between the 

two senior leadership cohorts of the US Army.  As a comprehensive review of the 

research methodology used to meet the goals of this study, Chapter 3 is organized into the 

following sections: (a) Research Method and Design, (b) Design Appropriateness, (c) 

Instrument Development, (d) Population, Sampling, and Data Collection, (e) Validity and 

Reliability, and (f) Data Analysis.  As the results of this study were produced using 

qualitative methods, the issue of the validity and reliability of the findings is also covered 

in this chapter.  Instead of relying on a narrow application of validation through 

replication of results which is most appropriate for measuring results of research based on 

quantitative methods, the current study made use of an alternative means of proving the 

suitability of its conclusions through the trustworthiness criteria for qualitative research 

methods posited by Lincoln and Guba (1986).             

                              Research Method and Design       

 Social researchers make use of scientific methods to identify, observe, explain, 

understand, and if possible, predict specific phenomena.  Berger (2010) notes that 

sociological research methods and techniques need to maintain objectivity as a state of 

personal neutrality whenever possible following a Weberian model of value-free research. 

From a phenomenological approach, the processes used to explore subjects through 

scientific sociology have limitations however, because human behavior “is too complex to 
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allow sociologists to predict precisely any individual’s actions” (Berger, 2010, p.6).   

Limitations to predictive research outcomes exist because of the way humans “respond to 

their surroundings,” and the manner by which “social patterns change; (and) what is true 

in one time or place may not hold true in another” (Berger, 2010, p.7). Qualitative research 

methods also concentrate on examining social phenomena by investigating various 

characteristics of events and conditions that affect and influences individuals, groups, and 

organizations (Creswell, 2005).  The ability to capture and describe concerns and reactions 

by individuals to such phenomena is critical for researchers to fully understand the impact 

such events and conditions have on the subject(s) being studied. Qualitative methods are 

therefore best used to examine commonalities that are affected by the phenomena being 

observed, while seeking to provide an explanation of these commonalities largely through 

descriptive means (Creswell, Shope, Plano Clark, and Green, 2006).     

In contrast, quantitative research methods focus on empirical inquiry of 

observable phenomena by means of statistical, mathematical or computational techniques 

(Given, 2008).  Quantitative methods are often used to display causal relationships and 

provide for multivariate expressions that numerically measure data making use of 

mathematically structured models (Creswell, et al, 2006). In recent years, the two basic 

methods used to study social phenomena – that of qualitative and quantitative means – 

have been joined by a synthesis of those techniques which has been termed mixed 

methods.            

 By making use of a mixed methods approach to research, social scientists gain the 

descriptive flexibility of the qualitative method and the statistical rigor of quantitative 

means to both statistically display and descriptively analyze data (Creswell, 2009). 
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Combining aspects of both qualitative and quantitative methods, a mixed methods 

approach to research involves “collecting, analyzing, and mixing both quantitative and 

qualitative data in a single study or series of studies. Its central premise is that “the use of 

quantitative and qualitative approaches, in combination, provides a better understanding 

of research problems than either approach alone” (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2007, p. 5).  

 Such a mixed method approach has become increasingly appealing to researchers as it 

encourages a sharing of techniques between both qualitative and quantitative methods. 

Similarly, researchers have sought to discourage the exclusive use of those terms because 

of what they perceive are artificial and limiting binary distinctions that do not adequately 

reflect the true nature of the diversity of methods and approaches that are needed to 

analyze and explain contemporary social phenomena (Creswell, et al, 2006).  As such, a 

mixed method approach has become accepted as a suitable and separate methodology that 

involves the collection of both quantitative and qualitative types of data when used in 

various studies and (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003; Creswell, et al, 2006). 11   

Design Appropriateness  

Early in the development of this study, the qualitative method to conducting 

research was contrasted with quantitative and mixed methods approaches.  In comparison 

with the other two methods, the focus on collecting, analyzing, and interpreting data 

emanating from lived experiences that qualitative methods emphasizes (Creswell, 2005) 

was found to be best suited to the research objectives of the current study.  Likewise, a 

phenomenological approach — that is, the description of what all participants have in 

                                                           
11 The on-line Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy defines phenomenology as the study of the 
“appearances of things, or things as they appear in (an individual’s) experience, or the ways (individuals) 
experience things, (and) the meanings things have in (an individual’s) experience.” In short, phenomena are 
events or things that happen and can usually be observed and measured.   
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common as they experience a phenomenon — making use of qualitative methods was 

found to provide a better means of analyzing the results of the research obtained by this 

study (Creswell, 2005).  As the subject matter of the current study is largely based on 

lived human experiences, as well as textual and intuitive sources, descriptive means were 

more appropriate to explain the phenomena being investigated (Creswell, 2005).     

When considering the relevance of the experiences and perceptions held by the 

participants for the purpose of the current study, the value of using Moustakas’ (1994) 

transcendental phenomenological approach as a type of qualitative method became 

apparent. The selection of transcendental phenomenology to examine the research 

gathered in this study rather than its hermeneutical variant is based on the importance of 

the specific insights and individual experiences of the participants.  In contrast to the 

transcendental approach, Cerbone (2007) notes that hermeneutic phenomenology 

emphasizes a reflective interpretation and understanding of historical texts which leads to 

a closed, rather than an open circle of information  as conceptualized by neo-Kantian 

philosophers of the Frankfurt School such as Heidegger, Gadamer and Habermas.  It 

became clear early in the data collection phase of this inquiry, that if this methodological 

path had been followed as a means to analyze information gathered for this study, the 

results would not have produced the answers required for the research questions.    

Instead, transcendental phenomenology, although also grounded in a neo-Kantian 

philosophical school whose primary exponent was the late nineteenth century philologist, 

Edmund Husserl, offered the researcher a much wider analytical framework for the current 

study as it is based on finding meaning in human experiences (Moerer-Urdahl and 

Creswell, 2004) through a “scientific study of the appearance of things, (and) 
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phenomena just as we see them as they appear to us in consciousness” (Moustakas, 1994, 

p. 49). Given this pedagogic position, this study is aligned with the transcendental 

phenomenological approach as it was designed to find meaning in individual lived 

leadership experiences of the participants. By analyzing data using transcendental 

phenomenological procedures that reveal the meaning of human experiences as outlined by 

Moustakas (1994), a direction that combined a balanced objective and subjective medium 

to knowledge was provided that included “detailed, (and) rigorous data analysis” (Moerer-

Urdahl & Creswell, 2004, p. 5).    

As noted by Denzin and Lincoln (2008), central to qualitative methods is the 

exploration of the how and why of decision making which is a recurring undercurrent of 

observation for the current study.  As a means of investigating social phenomena, a 

qualitative approach is exceptionally useful in its ability to gain insights for researchers 

specializing in areas that observe and analyze human behavior in fields such as sociology, 

political science, education, and the humanities (Savin-Baden and Major, 2013). By 

making use of qualitative research methods, information and experiences of participants 

were captured in ways that reflect the socially constructed interactions of the subject’s 

personal and professional environment (Oliver-Hoyo, 2006).  Drawing on the experiences 

and perspectives of both Army senior executives and general officers, the current study 

sought to validate and answer the research questions in ways that provided further insights to an 

area of leadership studies that has not previously been explored in great depth.    

The usefulness of a transcendental phenomenological approach to answer the research 

questions that frame this study became clear as the study progressed.  Likewise, the 

research questions reflected the rationale of using the theoretical framework provided by 
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Tajfel and Turner’s (1979, 1986) social identity theory (SIT) construct to examine elite 

identity formation within the sample population.  According to SIT, social behavior differs 

within a spectrum that is regulated by interpersonal and intergroup behavior. Whereas 

interpersonal behavior is largely influenced by the individual characteristics and 

interpersonal relationships that exist between two or more people, intergroup behavior is 

significantly controlled by the social classification and memberships that two or more 

people belong to, or identify with in terms that places their group as being different from 

other groups (Postems and Branscombe, 2010).  Tajfel, and Turner (1986) noted that 

positions on the SIT spectrum are not static since various external and internal factors 

cause individuals and groups to shift focus and positions in their relationships with others 

both within their groups as well as with the external environments they operate in (to 

include individuals in other groups).  Postems and Branscombe (2010) postulate, that the 

resulting social behavior can therefore be moderated by the need to compromise between 

the two extremes.         

 As a predictive framework, SIT focuses primarily on the normative arrangements 

and structural factors that most influence an individual’s behavior along with the external 

and internal forms that behavior may take (Tajfel and Turner, 1986; Haslam, 2001).  SIT 

also posits that individuals “strive for a positive self-concept” and are therefore motivated 

to stand out from among their peers and fellow group members in order to achieve 

distinctiveness (Haslam, 2001, p.27).   

A key part of the SIT construct is that individuals (within varying degrees) seek to 

be defined or informed by their respective social identities in relation to the interpersonal-

intergroup continuum they find themselves in.  Similarly, SIT contends that “individuals 
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strive to achieve or to maintain positive social identity” (Tajfel and Turner, 1979, p. 36).  

 In terms of examining elite group identification for members of the Army SES 

within the context of the SIT interpersonal-intergroup continuum, a key assumption is 

that their intergroup social behavior, incentives and motivations significantly differ from 

that of their uniformed general officer counterparts.  As noted in Chapter 1, the research 

questions that this study is focused on are:       

RQ1: What are the leadership experiences and personal characteristics members of 

the Army SES corps should have in order for their GO counterparts to consider them to be 

(and treat them as) peers? 

RQ2:  What experiences and professional development opportunities do members of 

the Army SES corps need in order to identify themselves a part of a distinct elite group that is 

equal to that of general officers?          

 RQ3: What are the differences in roles and responsibilities that members of the Army 

SES corps are given vice those of their uniformed counterparts?   

To answer these questions, a qualitative method was chosen that provided a 

means for both survey participants and interviewees to express their concerns, perceptions 

and views of the whether members of the Army SES consider themselves to (a) be a part 

of an elite cohort group, (b) are treated in ways that identifies them as part of an elite 

cohort group, and (c) compare their status with that of their uniformed general officer 

counterparts.   

By using qualitative methods that made use of a transcendental phenomenological 

approach to investigating these issues, an objective process and opportunity was provided 

for the participants to recount their experiences (Creswell et al., 2006). The result of using 
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a qualitative rather than quantitative research design model for this study was that the type 

of data gathered and analyzed achieved a deeper understanding of the behaviors and 

perceptions of the participants.                

                                          Instrument Development     

  The research produced from this study analyzed qualitative data collected 

from two separate on-line questionnaire surveys that were administered to two sample 

populations; (a) selected civilian members of the Army SES, and (b) selected US Army 

general officers.  The survey instrument was developed specifically for this study since 

no previously designed data sets contained the necessary information to test the research 

questions and hypotheses.  Although developed independent of any existing data sets, the 

survey instrument is grounded on prior executive leadership theory research.   

In developing the survey questionnaire, the study utilized a widely used, 

commercially available web-based survey product model available on an open website 

(SurveyMonkey) as an easily accessible, yet secure platform for participants to provide 

responses.  Four scales were included in the instrument to measure perception based 

comparisons between civilian and counterpart military personnel senior leaders that 

tested for levels of job satisfaction, degrees of responsibility vice authority, group 

identity, and organizational commitment.   

The attitude measurement and comparison scale was based on Fabrigar and 

Krosnick's (1995) recommendations for measuring perceptions and attitudes. To provide 

a richer set of comparison's used in this study, a broad range of response categories and 

questions allowed respondents to answer in terms of preference as well as provide open-

ended commentary on their perceptions of being in an elite group.  This open-ended 
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response mechanism also reflected the questions which asked their views and perceptions 

of the levels of responsibility and authority they believed should accompany their rank.  

The questions that made use of this scale were developed using general literature on 

occupational attitudes to determine which work characteristics are most significant and 

likely to be a point of comparison among personnel within organizations.    

 Questions within the survey that related to work satisfaction and organizational 

commitment were based on two well-established and validated testing vehicles.  

Employment satisfaction was measured using elements from the Minnesota Satisfaction 

Questionnaire (MSQ-short form – see Annex D) as developed by Weiss et al. (1967) 

while the Organizational Commitment Questionnaire developed by Mowday, Porter, and 

Steers (1979) was adapted to measure organizational commitment in terms of measuring 

how members of the SES perceived they were part of a distinct elite cohort.   

Wording and terms were modified to refer to the “Army” rather than the 

nonspecific “company” or “organization” as used in the original measuring scales.  Other 

questions were developed independently in order to provide variables that have relevancy 

in allowing comparison between the two sample groups.     

The independent variable used in this study was the level of contact exhibited 

between members of the SES and their military counterparts and colleagues based on (a) 

personal (i.e. physically present) interaction on a daily basis; and (b) other means of 

contact and communication (i.e. telephonic or through email).  The dependent variable 

for this study was the intensity of wanting to stay in the current position on the part of the 

military and civilian participants based on the degree of job satisfaction they perceived 

they have.  This variable is measured using modified form of the question used by Reed 
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and Segal (2000) who examined the impact of peacekeeping on military retention 

attitudes.  More detailed descriptions of the model variables are included in a later 

section.         

The development of the survey instrument consisted of several stages. First, an 

informal and exploratory stage involved interviews with a limited number of military and 

civilian personnel to identify information relevant to the research goals of the study. This 

process facilitated instrument development so that the wording and sequencing of 

questions were suited to the subject population completing the survey.  

The second phase included testing the instrument with a small number of both 

active and retired individuals whose professional characteristics matched the sample 

populations in order to validate the form and meaning the survey questions would take. 

Discussions with these individuals involved conducting cognitive interviews that queried 

these test respondents' interpretation of questions and the thought processes they used in 

formulating their answers. This phase resulted in refining the wording of questions and 

was useful in designing appropriate response categories for several of the questions.  

The third stage of the survey development consisted of having the survey 

reviewed by several subject matter experts in the field of survey methodology and 

questionnaire design. This process aided greatly in focusing the instrument on the goals 

of the study, balancing response categories, simplifying and clarifying question wording, 

and formatting the instrument to be easily accessible to participants.  Any omissions or 

remaining shortcomings of the survey are the responsibility of the researcher. Full 

examples of the surveys designed for both the military and civilian participants are 

included in Appendix C (page 240).    
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                                    Population, Sampling, and Data Collection   

This qualitative, phenomenological study examined how members of the US Army 

civilian SES identify themselves as a cohesive elite cohort in ways that are comparable to 

their uniformed counterparts who serve as general officers.  The study focused on 

whether the differences between these two leadership elites influence the way strategic 

policy is formulated and implemented.              

Population            

 A purposive sample model was used to identify potential participants from two 

sample groups who were contacted through electronic mail (email) communication 

means to participate in the survey portion of the research conducted for this study.  The 

first group consisted of SES members currently serving in senior level positions within 

the U.S. Department of the Army. The second group consisted of a selected number of 

U.S. Army general officers, also occupying senior level positions whose responses to the 

survey served to provide contrast with the responses provided by their SES counterparts.  

Selection criterion for both sample groups was based on professional characteristics and 

position assignments they held. Only those personnel that met such specific criteria were 

requested to participate in the survey.       

To ensure individuals of both sample groups reflected demographic and 

professional diversity based on age, gender, and race/ethnicity personnel serving in 

various senior positions in functional areas such as administration, technology, 

operations, acquisition, and financial management were selected to be invited to 

participate in the survey instrument. The list of potential research participants was drawn 

from the official website of the Department of the Army Civilian Senior Leadership 
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Management Office (CSLMO) for members of the SES, while the General Officer 

Management Office (GOMO) was used to identify senior flag-rank military personnel. 

The U.S. Department of the Army intranet CSLMO and GOMO web-pages respectively 

list SES and GO members and were used to provide current contact information which is 

updated on a regular basis.  An electronic introduction letter requesting participation in 

the survey instrument was sent individually to each member identified as a potential 

study participant.  The email communication letter detailed and explained the nature of 

the study and is included at Appendix A (page 237).              

Sampling           

 The survey was designed to allow civilian senior executives to participate and 

respond anonymously. A total of 270 out of 320 members of the current (as of March 

2015) Army SES corps were selected as a purposeful sample by name and asked to 

participate in the survey.  The criterion for exclusion of certain individuals was based on 

the personal and professional proximity to work on a daily basis with the researcher. 

Therefore, approximately 50 of the total number of members of the SES who were 

originally eligible for consideration to participate in the research were not contacted as it 

was felt that their previous and current professional and personal interactions with the 

researcher in a number of work and non-work environments might infuse a degree of bias 

into the survey results.   

Of the 270 senior executives who were requested to participate through a direct 

email letter, a total of 105 agreed to contribute as respondents to the survey.  Similarly, of 

a total of approximately 170 general officers currently serving on active duty at the time 

the military senior leader survey was prepared, a total of 50 were selected as a sample 
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population to participate in responding to the survey instrument.  Of those 50, a total of 

20 general officers provided responses.         

To add a reflective set of perceptions to the study, a number of in-depth private 

interviews were conducted with 8 participants - 5 civilian senior executives, and 3 

general officers.  The interview included a specific set of questions that were used to lead 

the interviews (see Appendix D, page 254). Although the sample size was small for this 

post-survey phase, such a limited number of individuals is in line with what Reynolds 

(2008) and other researchers have noted, in that a sample may consist of a particularly 

specific population whose views may reflect a wider set of views and norms of a larger 

group embedded within a general population. Likewise, a small sample size can be useful 

in that specific information can be presented to the researcher in ways that allow for 

detailed follow-up and further explanations (Bull, 2005).      

 An issue that argued for caution in terms of attempting to gather too much 

information from the survey population was the possibility of reaching data saturation, a 

measure that is raised in grounded theory (Bowen, 2008).   Creswell (2005) noted that 

saturation is reached when adding new data from additional sample members is unlikely 

to provide further or new information that increases the value of the research results. 

Saturation becomes evident in the data analysis process when the sample size is found to 

be sufficient to produce meaningful statistical data outcomes (Bowen, 2008). The 

purposeful sample standards presented in this study align with the research questions and 

provide data saturation for the phenomenon being investigated.     

 In terms of ensuring diversity and inclusiveness, the participant sample for the 

research included both civilian and military men and women in senior leadership 
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positions, which although homogeneous from a professional population aspect, 

effectively provided a significant number of alternative viewpoints and backgrounds. 

Specifically, a total of xx men and xx women members of the SES responded to their 

survey.  For the smaller number of general officers, a total of xx were male and x were 

female.  It is important to note, that women comprise only 11% of the total number of 

Army senior executives, which is demographically similar to the number of female 

general officers which stands at 9% of the total active duty general officer population.   

Potential participants were further identified from the intended population through 

purposeful sampling techniques which are widely used in qualitative research to 

“intentionally select individuals and sites to learn or understand the central phenomenon” 

(Creswell, 2005, p. 204). As a type of non-probabilistic sampling, the researcher made 

use of purposeful sampling as a technique in order to allow a specified population to be 

defined into a subset for the purpose of measurable observation.  Such subsets can 

provide powerful insights and personal experiences that add depth to explanations to the 

research questions (Creswell, 2005).             

Data Collection            

 The primary means of data collection for the current study was voluntary 

participation by individuals who were contacted through electronic email means, and 

asked to log-in to a specific web-site URL in order to provide responses to the web-based 

anonymous survey questionnaire. Data were collected over a six week period from mid-

March through late April 2015 through the web-based anonymous survey questionnaire. 

The survey was self-administered by respondents with the researcher available for 

clarification as needed. The survey instrument took respondents approximately 10 
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minutes to complete and was purposely kept short and questions simple given the fact that 

both uniformed and civilian senior leaders in the Army have a limited period of time to 

devote to extraneous activities given their usual 12 hour long day schedules.   

For the participants who were asked to participate in follow-up in-person 

interviews, a semi-structured interview technique was used. The participants were 

contacted by telephone to establish the meeting location and time and an e-mail with an 

electronic introduction letter was sent to each participant that accepted the meeting. The 

interviews were conducted privately and were scheduled with the participants for 

approximately one hour. The research was developed by asking a series of preplanned 

questions that stimulated a discussion of the research questions and possible 

recommendations for concerns that were raised from responses within the study 

(McQueen & Zimmerman, 2006).  

The results of the various interviews provided additional insights and viewpoints 

that added to the proposition that a large proportion of civilian senior executives feel 

undervalued and are not given the degree of authority needed to meaningfully executive 

control over their managerial portfolios.  The semi-structured interview method used 

open-ended questions allowing the researcher/interviewer the opportunity to offer follow-

up questions that provided better understanding of the points the individuals being 

interviewed desired to make.                   

Informed Consent and Confidentiality       

 By agreeing to participate in the survey, participants agreed to the purpose, the 

process, and any risk associated with participation in the research conducted as a part of 

the study.  Similarly, participants of the interview process agreed to the purpose, process 
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and any risks associated with their comments (see Appendix B, page 240) prior to the 

interview being conducted.  Participants of both research instruments – survey and 

interview – understood that their participation was voluntary and that their responses 

would be used as part of the research conducted for this study.  It was made clear 

however, that all responses would be anonymous, and that in the case of the survey 

instrument, even the researcher would not be able to discern which set of responses came 

from which participant.  For the interview sets, it was agreed that no public disclosure of 

the names of whom the individuals who agreed to be interviewed would be made.   

 Implicit to the questionnaire participants was the option of not completing or 

submitting the survey for analysis.  Likewise, interview participants had the option to 

request that the interviewed be terminated at any point and their comments not be 

included in the final preparation and submission of this study. None of the individuals 

interviewed requested or invoked the right to terminate, or withhold their comments 

during or at the conclusion of their interviews.  All these objective safeguards were put in 

place in order to ensure both the survey instrument and interviews were executed in 

accordance with generally accepted and established research methods (Denzin, and 

Lincoln, 2008).    

The issue of confidentiality was handled through the process of on-line anonymity 

for those who responded to the survey questionnaire, and through non-disclosure 

statement made within the participation request email on the part of the researcher to 

ensure no participants would be identifiable or identified by name, rank, gender, or 

position.  For both survey results and comments gained from interviews, data were 

aggregated and stored in an Excel platform database for categorization and analysis. For 
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those individuals who participated in semi-structured interviews, pseudonyms were 

assigned to them in order to maintain their anonymity. The categorization was detailed as 

SES1 through SES5 and GO 1 through 3. No tape recordings and specific transcripts of 

the interviews were made other than hand-written notes on the part of the researcher to 

the responses made to specific questions asked.  Throughout the research gathering 

phases of this study project, all data were only accessible to the researcher. In accordance 

with established research procedures, all data will be maintained for validity purposes for 

a period of 3 years, after which, all hand-written notes and paper documentation will be 

shredded and destroyed. Similarly, all electronic data storage media will be deleted and 

destroyed as well.                    

Instrumentation          

 The current qualitative study consisted of two phenomenological data gathering 

instruments.   The first one was a web-based questionnaire accessible on-line through an 

electronic URL entry key provided in the body of the emailed participation request letter.  

The second instrument was a semi-structured in-person interview with 8 selected 

individuals that included 7 open-ended questions.  Each question was designed to elicit 

dialog and provided a means for the participants to express his or her concerns as well as 

their perceptions related to whether members of the SES view themselves as a special 

elite, equal in terms of authority, responsibility and protocol.  

By framing the questions within a semi-structured interview process, questions 

and responses allowed for an in-depth, rational, and balanced discussion of professional 

life experiences of senior level individuals who are also leaders within the US 

Department of the Army.   The survey instrument had four parts: first, an email 
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participation request letter that served as the informed consent medium and  secure URL 

that redirected the participants to the survey questionnaire website; and the actual survey 

(located at the website) which consisted of three sections; (a) the introductory section 

comprising 16 demographic questions, (b) the second section with 9 professional job 

satisfaction and background questions, and (c) an open-ended comment box that allowed 

participants to make remarks concerning their perceptions of the value of the SES. Upon 

completion of the survey questionnaire, the respondent’s results were immediately 

uploaded into the data base of the survey instrument and could not be changed or 

accessed again by the participant.  The results recorded in the survey data base were 

accessible only to the researcher.  In building the survey instrument, the researcher 

ensured that only one response could be made on the part of each participant.     

The email participation request letter introduced the study, its purpose, and 

defined the anonymous nature of the survey.  As an informed consent medium, the email 

participation request letter provided information about the respondent’s rights to decline 

to participate in the survey at any time and terminate their participation in it. For those 

individuals who choose to complete the questionnaire, the first section (the demographic 

survey) confirmed that the participants were current members of the SES (or general 

officers) and other basic demographic information and consisted of 16 questions. The 

second part of the questionnaire included 9 multiple choice questions that were used to 

obtain information from the participants as it related to the research topic.  The final 

section was a comment box that allowed the respondents to make any remarks that they 

wished, especially in regards to recommendations they might have had for improvements 

or criticisms of the existing SES program. Data were collected from in-person interviews 
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conducted at a venue that was mutually agreed upon by the interview participant and the 

researcher over a period of four months, March-June 2015.  The interviews were 

conducted using a semi-structured interview process that allowed for in-depth discussion 

and did not limit the discussion and exploration of the research topic (Creswell, 2005). 

Validity, Reliability, and Trustworthiness      

 One of the concerns that surround purely qualitative research is the question of 

validity.  As Creswell (2005) noted, validity is the requirement to be able to test the results 

of a scientific investigatory process in ways that presents meaningful deductions and 

conclusions that can be justified in measurable and quantifiable ways from research 

conducted with a sample or population.  In an earlier review of qualitative methods, 

Creswell (2009) noted that in order to test the reliability of a qualitative methods 

instrument, the researcher should maintain a review checkpoint and a review of the 

validity of the accuracy of the data gathered.    

In order to ensure accuracy and validity for the current study the researcher employed 

a methodological strategy that was grounded on the recording of recurring themes and 

messages from participants’ responses, regardless of their demographic background or 

type of position assignment.  This is in line with Creswell’s (2005) view that although 

qualitative researchers at times are disadvantaged in that they have to authenticate the 

validity of their study, they also benefit from not having a single or prescribed way to do so 

through qualitative methods. To produce an accepted measurement for validity however, 

Creswell (2007) states that two types of validity exist – that of internal and external. 

While internal validity is of importance to qualitative based investigations, external 

validity is of more concern to quantitative and mixed methods research (Creswell, 2007).   
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 The importance of external validity becomes apparent within quantitative research 

in that validity is tested by replicating findings from specific data sets in order to ensure 

conformity with initial and subsequent results (Cerbone, 2007).  In many ways, 

quantitative research relies almost exclusively on formulaic principles and processes to 

guarantee the same result for the exact same action (Creswell, 2007; Cerbone, 2007). 

Internal validity is defined in terms of accuracy of the information provided and whether 

that information can be correlated with empirical facts.  As the current qualitative study 

allowed participants to share his or her perceptions of elite group identification among the 

members of the Army SES, validity was established based on the prevalence of recurring 

themes amongst the responses of the various participants.   This comports with Creswell 

(2005) observation that “the uniqueness of a study within a specific context mitigates 

against replicating it exactly in another context” (p. 74).    

For qualitative research, testing validity is more complicated as it is seeks to prove 

that “the underlying structure of the phenomenon as experienced by the participants in (a) 

study resonates with the experiences of others who have lived the phenomenon under 

examination” (Majcher & Daniluk, 2009, p. 65). In similar ways for quantitative based 

inquiries, validity when framed within a qualitative research perspective must demonstrate an 

appropriate degree of rigor that reflects “integrity and competence within a study” (Fereday 

and Muir-Cochrane, 2006, p.3).  

The importance of this consideration is based on whether the results and 

conclusions of qualitative research are as valid and testable as that of research conducted 

under quantitative methods.   Within the social sciences, this concern is not new (Fereday 

and Muir-Cochrane, 2006). As the various branches of the social sciences were being 
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developed and growing out from their philosophical foundations at the end of the 19th and 

early 20th centuries, scholars began to apply scientific methods to their investigations of 

social phenomena in ways that paralleled quantitative methods, techniques and testing 

paradigms of the clinical and natural sciences.  As such by the mid to late 20th century, 

complicated and at times obtuse symbolic mathematical models were being used to 

explain social phenomena with the intent of replicating results in order to create 

predictive outcomes.   

By the post-World War II period, the need to prove that the result of every social 

science problem must be shaped into a rigid and predictable model that could be tested 

quantitatively reached almost fetish proportions.  The result of such academic 

proscriptions was that effectively only quantitative based research could serve as the 

standard that had to be achieved by researchers in order to establish validity of their 

findings.  As such, qualitative research was relegated to a secondary level of 

methodology or derided altogether by a considerable number of scholars who viewed 

qualitative based methods and techniques as being non-scientific and therefore lacking 

validity (Guba and Lincoln, 1989).     

This concern within the social science disciplines was partially solved through the 

development of mixed method approaches (Majcher & Daniluk, 2009).  Yet for purely 

descriptive qualitative research, a different, but acceptable standard that provided the same 

degree of confidence needed to be established and accepted in order to provide an analogous 

metric to prove validity and rigor in qualitative studies.  Such a standard was provided by 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) in their construct of trustworthiness.  Over time, the concept of 

research trustworthiness became accepted within the academic community as measure that 
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contained both internal and external validity elements but in a qualitative context. In its 

simplest form trustworthiness “exists when the findings of a qualitative study represent 

reality” (Plummer-D'Amato, 2008, p. 123). To reach this level of academic acceptance, 

trustworthiness makes use of four measures that provide rigor within a study design and 

ensures that the phenomenon under examination is aligned to the experiences of the study 

participants rather than through researchers’ filtered interpretation (Majcher & Daniluk, 

2009). Those four measures are dependability, credibility, transferability, and 

conformability (Lincoln & Guba, 1986).     

Dependability is the ability for a researcher to demonstrate auditability of results in 

ways that ensures another researcher the ability to trace elements of information and 

themes back to the unprocessed data collected (Majcher & Daniluk, 2009). Such an audit 

trail enhances the ability for other researchers to draw similar conclusions and exhibit 

reliability in the interpretation of the data that was used in the research (Plummer-

D’Amato, 2008).     

The second measure is that of credibility which is the ability to demonstrate that the 

phenomenon experienced by the sample population and subsequently described by the 

researcher is an accurate depiction of what actually occurred (Majcher & Daniluk, 2009). 

For the current study, three strategies were used to enhance credibility and external 

validity. First, a pilot survey questionnaire was tested on several independent individuals 

with knowledge of the environment both members of the SES and general officers operate 

within. After taking the pilot survey, the test participants provided feedback concerning 

how the survey instrument could be improved. Modifications to the survey questions were 

made before the survey questionnaire web-site was released to the actual participants for 
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their responses. Additionally data analysis of each survey, rather than select portions of the 

questionnaires, was conducted in order to avoid selection bias (Majcher & Daniluk, 2009). 

Using the words of study participants enhanced both validity and credibility (Fereday & 

Muir-Cochrane, 2006). Third, by making use of follow-up interviews, a credibility check 

was used to ensure that the phenomenon described represented the experience of study 

participants (Majcher & Daniluk, 2009).   

The third measure of transferability allows other researchers to use all or part of 

the data in other settings (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). A form of transferability is analytical 

generalization (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The detailed descriptions and generality of 

the findings that are provided by a researcher can be further analyzed by a reader to 

determine if the findings can be applied in other settings (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).  

Transferability in the current study was increased by making use of Ostrom’s IAD 

framework (2007) to frame the survey questions and the follow-up interviews that resulted 

in data that described executive level leader experiences in detail. Study results may 

resonate with similar executive level outsider transition leadership contexts.   

 The measure of confirmability demonstrates that researcher bias is set aside to 

achieve both neutrality and objectivity (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). Confirmability and 

internal validity is increased in a qualitative context when an audit trail within data 

analysis is visible such as when researchers disclose their backgrounds relative to the study 

context (Plummer- D’Amato, 2008).  Three strategies were employed to increase 

confirmability within this study.  First, NVivo10 data collection and tracking software 

program was used within the data analysis phase to create an audit trail between the data 

and the results, linking raw data to emerging themes (Smyth, 2006). The second strategy 
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to strengthen confirmability was to minimize researcher bias through epoche which is the 

dialectical method of a researcher purposefully ignoring existing perceptions and biases 

that might jeopardize objectivity when examining a phenomenon under investigation 

(Cerbone, 2007). The third strategy for confirmability was to identify the role of 

researcher bias within the data analysis phase, providing confirmation using the NVivo10 

researcher journal and memo tools to document that researcher bias is acknowledged and 

mitigated (Giorgi, 2006).               

                                          Data Analysis       

 Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological method provided the framework for the 

current study’s data analysis stage.  As outlined in Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological 

method, this research phase consisted of seven steps that included (a) horizonalization, (b) 

reduction and elimination, (c) clustering and thematizing the invariant constituents, (d) 

validation, (e) textural description, (f) structural description, and (g) a textural and 

structural description. Additionally, use of NVivo10 data analysis software allowed for 

more effective data coding.  It also established linkages between raw data and emergent 

themes while illuminating the theoretical underpinnings of Tajfel and Turner’s social 

identity theory (SIT) within the context of Ostrom’s (1990) seminal exposition of what 

became the institutional analysis and development (IAD) framework.  

Organization of data gathered in such a way was especially important in order to 

explore and test the elite group identification and cohesion hypotheses of the study against 

the sample population. Individual responses to both the survey questionnaire and interviews 

were transcribed digitally and uploaded into the NVivo10 software program for data 

analysis and coding. The transcription process and data coding were conducted in 
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accordance with the processes formulated in the NVivo10 software which involved 

creating a definitive data journal (Bazeley, 2009). The NVivo10 software aligns journal 

entries and other data in ways that establish data categories, similar concepts, emergent 

data themes, discern themes that either reinforce or counter the study’s hypotheses, and 

identification and mitigation of personal bias by the researcher during the data analysis 

stage (Bazeley, 2009).         

For the purpose of this study, data coding was the analytical process that sorted 

information into meaningful categories that were accessible, recordable, and retrievable. 

Saldana, (2009) referred to  data coding as usually  being “a word or short phrase that 

symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing and/or evocative attribute 

for a portion of language-based or visual data” (p. 6). The initial data that was coded for 

data analysis was the perception of elite identification among the survey participants. Data 

coding within a phenomenological design is a recurring process that requires constant 

comparison, recoding, and recategorization using an inductive approach (Saldana, 2009).   

Data coding was critical in supporting the phenomenological approach of this study 

due to the complex issues encountered during the information gathering phase of the 

research design.  Soldana (2009) noted that additional coding methods may be required as 

the categories and themes emerge from the phenomenological data that is collected. This 

iterative analysis required recoding of initial categories to form the textural and structural 

descriptions of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2009). Initial coding corresponds with the 

Moustakas’ (1994) data analysis horizonalization stage.  

Each expression relevant to the experience is identified and treated with equal 

value during horizonalization (Moustakas, 1994).  Careful evaluations between responses 
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were used in an iterative process of phenomenological reduction and elimination, moving 

and reorganizing expressions not otherwise emerging as a separate horizon.  Reduction 

and elimination is used to identify expressions that meet two tests established by 

Moustakas (1994). First, an expression is necessary to the experience to bring 

understanding to the experience, and second, that extracting and labeling the experience 

is possible.  

During the reduction and elimination process, vague expressions are eliminated 

and were assigned the initial codes in the NVivo10 software. Initial coding is the open 

coding necessary to develop analytic leads in the data analysis process (Saldana, 2009). 

Initial coding was guided by the research purpose and the study theoretical construct but 

is also used to categorize data that are unique or interesting to the analyst (Bazeley, 2009). 

Initial coding was used to both analyze data through the theoretical framework of SIT and 

to identify emergent codes from the experiential perceptions and interview data. Initial 

coding provided a starting point for data categories that were revised throughout the data 

analysis process (Bazeley, 2009).        

 Initial coding was augmented during the reduction and elimination process by 

NVivo10 data codes derived directly from the data and represented verbatim language 

used by sample members (Saldana, 2009). The NVivo10 codes portray language unique 

to the study context and characterize the sampled population group identification. 

Members of the Army SES are influenced by both civilian society they live in and military 

culture and structure they work in, representing a unique cultural variance that differs 

from the experiences of their general officer counterparts. Saldana (2009) noted that 

participants usually described the phenomena they were involved in best and that 
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researchers should be prepared to mix and match coding methods during the data analysis 

phase.  The NVivo10 software supported such emerging data categories while also 

providing flexible recoding and recategorization capabilities (Bazeley, 2009).  As noted 

earlier, clustering and thematizing is the next stage of Moustakas’ (1994) framework.  

The clustering process arranges the invariant constituents into themes that are labeled. 

This step was supported by grouping the coded data to depict categories that are either an 

observable or a latent phenomenon in the data (Saldana, 2009).     

For the in-person interview sessions, the researcher made use of semi-structured 

interview questions that were intended to reveal themes which cut across the responses 

provided by the participants of the survey. Survey themes were compared to answers gained 

during the interviews with selected individuals in order to ensure that expressions are 

explicit and compatible with the raw data during validation (Moustakas, 1994). As the 

NVivo10 software is designed to provide integrity through the audit trail of data 

relationships, the researcher found it a useful tool to measure the validity of the responses 

received from the participants. Additionally, the NVivo10 software facilitated linking 

data strands that met the requirements of the validation step in the Moustakas’ framework. 

Following validation is the individual textural description (Moustakas, 1994). The 

textural description was based on the validated invariant constituents and themes that 

emerged during the recurring analysis process (Moustakas, 1994).  A textural description 

of the sample population’s experience was presented in narrative form.  

The textural description for themes included verbatim examples from the data that 

were linked to themes within NVivo10 data analysis software to strengthen data 

credibility (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008b).  The textural description described the what of the 
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experience, while the structural description is necessary to describe how the experience 

came into being (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008b). The individual structural description is 

derived from the individual textural description that “provides a vivid account of the 

underlying dynamics of the experience, the themes and qualities that account for ‘how’ 

feelings and thoughts connected” (p. 135) within the experience (Moustakas, 1994).  

 Structural description requires the data analysis step of imaginative variation to 

describe possible meanings from the experience (Moustakas, 1994).  Through 

imaginative variation, the essential structures that are necessary to the experience are 

identified (Cerbone, 2007).  This stage requires that structural descriptions be considered 

absent of the facts and specifics in favor of the structure meaning and essence. These 

structures of meaning and essence are considered essential because “to imagine their 

absence is to negate the possibility of that type of experience” (Cerbone, 2007, p. 27).   

The final step in the data analysis process outlined by Moustakas (1994) is the 

textural and structural integrative description that includes a meaning and essence 

synthesis that result from imaginative variation.  The textural and structural description is 

time and space specific (Cerbone, 2007), representing the experience of sample members 

of the Army SES who and share the common characteristic of elite group identification. 

The textural and structural description emerged from the data framed by perceptions 

based on lived experiences to be categorized in the theoretical foundation provided by 

social identity theory.                                           

    Summary       

 Chapter 3 reviewed the processes and procedures that were followed in order to 

develop and create a qualitative, phenomenological research study designed to investigate 
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and analyze how members of the Army Senior Executive Service perceive their positions 

as a distinct elite cohort within the senior leadership of the U.S. Army.  By making use of 

two instruments (survey questionnaire and in-person interviews) to gauge perceptions and 

views of their social status vis-à-vis their uniformed general officer counterparts occupying 

analogous senior leadership positions, the study gathered current data that was able to be 

tested for both validity and transferability.         

The qualitative research methods used in the current study allowed for additional 

insights and findings to be developed that can guide further studies dealing with U.S. 

governmental and military elite cohesion as viewed through Tajfel and Turner’s (1979, 

1986) SIT framework. Moustakas’ (1994) transcendental phenomenological framework 

method served as the primary study design that was augmented by the seven research 

protocol phases developed by Kvale & Brinkmann (2009). Data were collected directly 

from the study participants using a on-line, web-based survey questionnaire and in-person 

semi-structured interviews that tested the applicability of both the study hypotheses and 

research questions.    

For the purpose of the study, it was determined that a phenomenological approach 

was the most appropriate method to achieve the research study goals.  This purposive use 

of a phenomenological approach was compared with the utility of making use of a 

quantitative method or other qualitative methods and found superior for gathering and 

interpreting collected data. Following the completion of data collection, analysis of the 

information was supported by use of the NVivo10 data analysis software.  

The data analysis phase comprised seven recurring phases that include 

horizonalization, reduction and elimination, clustering and thematizing the invariant 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             113 
 

constituents, validation, textural description, structural description, and merged textural 

and structural description (Creswell, et al, 2006; Denzin and Lincoln, 2008). The results of 

the data analysis with summarized findings of the research study will be presented and 

reviewed in Chapter 4.          
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  CHAPTER 4:  FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS OF DATA  

 The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to explore how 

members of the US Army civilian SES identify themselves as a cohesive elite cohort that is 

comparable to, though separate from, their uniformed counterparts who serve as general 

officers.  Chapter 4 summarizes the data collection, data analysis, demographic data, and 

textural descriptions of the data that was gathered from the responses provided by 105 

members of the Army SES, and 20 Army General Officers who voluntarily participated in 

an on-line survey questionnaire instrument.  This survey provided respondents the 

opportunity to submit both relevant data and comments that framed the study within the 

conceptual framework of Social Identity Theory (SIT) (Tajfel and Turner, 1979, 1986; 

Kramer, 1991, Stets and Burke, 2000; Hogg 2005).  This chapter also reviews and 

presents analysis of a total of 8 individuals representing opinion makers from the two 

sample populations who participated in semi-structured interviews that provided 

additional insights that enriched the information gathered through the survey process.    

The additional information gained from the interviews revealed further aspects of 

civilian-military workplace interaction that provided a deeper level of analysis for the 

study findings that are in line with Kvale & Brinkmann’s (2009) concept of the 

interviewer serving as a “miner of information” rather than a traveler of thoughts or 

memories of those interviewed (p. 42).             

                                       Data Collection Instruments     

 The current study based its findings on the results of an on-line survey instrument 

and a series of transcribed semi-structured interviews. In order to provide greater 

procedural rigor into the analysis of the unfiltered data that was collected from both the 
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survey instrument and the interviews, open information coding processing was 

accomplished by making use of NVivo10 software to sort collected data into relevant 

subject categories. The survey was administered during an on-line open period of 15 days 

(2-16 April 2015) while the interviews were conducted both in-person and by telephone 

separately over a period of three months (March-May 2015).   Emergent themes were 

identified through an analysis of the answers provided by both the survey and interviews. 

Responses from both the survey and the interviews were subsequently analyzed using 

NVivo10 software which provided a means of identifying and coding the themes 

encountered during the data collection phase of the research into 80 separate but 

thematically connected nodes.        

                                         Data Review and Analysis  

Throughout the data analysis phase of the phenomenological based research for 

this study, qualitative methods were used in order to focus the findings within a SIT 

framework.  Whereas survey participants responded to structured questions that provided 

categorizations of their background, experience and sociological outlook, those 

individuals who participated in the semi-structured interview process were encouraged to 

answer open-ended questions that allowed them to reflect upon their personal experiences 

that follows Moustakas’ (1994) approach to phenomenological research.  Both survey and 

interview data were reviewed using the NVivo10 qualitative analysis software which 

coded the data from both surveys and interviews into nodes that provided emergent 

themes, and categorized the participants’ words and phrases in ways that allowed core 

themes and patterns to emerge from the textural descriptions they provided.  Thereafter, 
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analysis of the data focused on the recurring themes that emerged from both the survey 

and interviews.   

                                                      Demographics   

All survey participants were able to self-report their personal demographic 

information as part of the on-line questionnaire process.   Likewise, similar demographic 

information was obtained from each interview participant before the interview process 

began.  All participants, whether for the survey or for the interview provided their gender, 

age, educational level, years of federal service to include prior or current military service, 

years as a member of the SES (or as a general officer for military personnel), as well as 

other relevant information which is displayed in a series of tables presented in this 

chapter.   The results of the specific demographic questions are aggregated below.     

          Survey Results – Comparison of SES and GO Demographic Background 

Control Variables.  For the purpose of the current study, two separate sample 

populations were asked to participate in the survey instrument.  The first set of results 

examined were the responses of 105 current members of the Army SES corps which 

represents approximately 37% of the total number of 270 Army SES members as of 1 

May 2015.  Similarly, a sample grouping of 50 General Officers (15 retired, 35 currently 

on active duty) were asked to participate in the survey as well, of which 20 provided 

responses within the time period (three weeks) allowed. Although the number of GO 

respondents to the survey was significantly lower than the SES participant rate, the 20 

individuals who did submit responses provided a statistically relevant comparative sample 

of almost 20% to the SES sample population as demonstrated in the following data tables 

below:           
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 Question 1 – Gender Distribution of Respondents. (105 SES / 20 GO Responses)                  

 

Gender.  Respondents to the survey instruments were asked to self-identify as 

either male or female.   For the purposes of this study, gender considerations were 

considered an important control variable in that an emphasis on creating social diversity 

and providing a sense of equity for position placement, pay, and advancement based on 

performance within organizational workplace environments has grown significantly in 

recent years in both the public and private sector.   This is true even in hierarchical-based 

military structures such as the Army in regards to its civilian workforce.   

Although the male to female ratio in the uniformed personnel in the Army is 

approximately 5:1, the overall male to female ratio in the Army civilian workforce is 2:1 

(231,200 males to 86,000 females), while the male to female SES margin is 4:1 (222 

males to 56 females) (DEOMI, 2014).   Thus disparities in numbers between females 

holding proportionate numbers of senior level positions still exist.    However, separate 

analyses were not run based on gender since there were not enough women in the sample 

respondent population to provide meaningful correlative results.    

 Perhaps more importantly, earlier studies such as Palmer and barber (2001) and 

Padilla, Hogan, and Kaiser (2007) found that in metrics which rated personal commitment 

89% 

11% 

Table 4.1 a: Gender Distribution - SES 

Male: 93 (89%)

Female: 12 (11%) 90% 

10% 

Table 4.1 b:  Gender Distribution - GO 

Male : 18 (90%)

Female: 2 (10%)
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and self- identification to an organization, women scored higher in viewing peer relations 

as a more central component in organizational identification than men.   Conversely, men 

tended to develop commitment to an organization more readily through hierarchical based 

relationships with supervisors.   

Question 2 – Age Distribution. (105 SES / 20 GO Responses) 

 

Age.  Age was used as a control variable to correlate with both time in service and 

rank, as well as an indicator of a respondent’s desire to continue  to serve within the Army 

either as a civilian senior executive or general officer.   The question used to measure age 

asked respondents to identify their age within discreet year cohorts.   

In terms of comparing the age range differences between the SES and GO cohorts, 

it should be noted that of the 20 general officers who responded, only 11 were on active 

duty at the time they responded to the survey instrument which accounted for the higher 

age range of that cohort. The median age of SES respondents was ~56.5, while the median 

age of GO respondents was ~53.5.  As an independent variable, age is important in that it 

establishes significant relationships to other socio-economic variables such as race, gender 

and education when paired with other independent variables.     

  
    Question 3 – Number of years as a member of the SES or GO. (105 SES 

27% 

63% 

10% 

Table 4.2 a:  Age Distribution of Army 
SES Respondents 

Youngest - 35 Years Old: 1

Oldest - 70 Years Old: 1

60-70 Years Old: 28

50-59 Years Old: 66

36-49 Years Old: 11

16% 

42% 

42% 

Table 4.2 a:  Age Distribution of Army 
GO Respondents 

Youngest - 46 Years Old: 1

Oldest - 77 Years Old: 1

60-77 Years Old: 4

50-59 Years Old: 8
(4 Still on Active Duty)
46-49 Years Old: 8
(Still on Active Duty)
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Responses) / GO: 20 Responses)       

 

Years of service.  This data point was instructive as it allowed a comparison 

between length of service and sense of satisfaction with current assignment.  The data 

reflected that those respondents with fewer years of service within the SES tended to 

exhibit less negative views of how they were being treated, compensated, and levels of 

authority. They also generally expressed a higher degree of identification of being part of 

an elite leadership group within the Army.  Conversely, those senior executives with 

longer periods of service were more likely to express a higher degree of dissatisfaction 

with how they were being treated in comparison with their general officer counterparts.  

These comments tended to reflect a perception that they were not always treated as an 

elite within the senior leadership structure of the Army.   

This correlation is in line with Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) observation that 

different gradations of ingroups exist, allowing for elements within a ingroup such as the 

Army’s senior leadership cohort to have an inner core of uniformed general officers who 

project a sense of outsiderness to their civilian senior executive counterparts.    

Question 4 - Highest Level of Civilian Education. (105 SES/20 GO Responses)  

1% 8% 

12% 

61% 

18% 

Table 4.3 a: Years of Service as a 
Member of the Army SES 

Longest Serving - 17 Years: 1

Shortest Serving -1 Year or
Less: 8
11 Years or More of Service: 13

Between 5 and 10 Years of
Service: 65
Between 2 and 4 Years of
Service: 19

5% 
10% 

50% 

20% 

15% 

Table 4.3 b:  Years of Service as a 
General Officer 

Longest Serving - 15 Years: 1

Shortest Serving - 4 Years: 2

Between 5 and 7 Years of
Service: 10
Between 8 and 11 Years of
Service: 4
Between 12 and 14 Years of
Service: 3
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Education.  Within both the civilian public and private sector, educational 

attainment is perceived as a strong measure of professional achievement and maturity for 

personnel working in managerial and administrative functions.  Likewise, the pursuit and 

attainment of higher educational degrees, especially at the graduate and post-graduate 

level is seen as a predictor for future success and advancement within both the civilian 

labor market and military services (HRC, 2012).  Within the past twenty years, 

advancement to senior level rank within the military (colonel and above) has made 

possession of a master’s level degree a mandatory requirement.   

Moreover, continued selection to higher officer grades within the military services 

serves as a forcing function that guarantees that most officers by the time they are 

selected to lieutenant colonel or shortly thereafter will be afforded the chance to earn a 

master’s degree in an academic discipline or field of study that meets the needs of the 

service.  The same is not always the case for civilian members of the Army workforce in 

that there is no forcing function of being sent to advanced civilian schooling for most 

Department of the Army civilians.   

3% 

62% 

7% 

27% 

1% 

Table 4.4 a - Highest Level of Civilian 
Education Achieved - SES   

Bachelor Level: 3

Masters Level: 65

Post-Graduate Level but No
Doctorate: 8

Doctoral Level: 28

Other: 1

5% 

70% 

15% 

10% 

Table 4.4 b - Highest Level of Civilian 
Education - GO 

Bachelor Level: 1

Masters Level: 14

Post-Graduate Level but No-
Doctorate: 3

Doctoral Level: 2



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             121 
 

Despite the disparity in Federal agencies providing sponsored graduate and post-

graduate educational opportunities for civilian professionals, in recent years, it has 

become a necessity for those individuals seeking to join the Federal workforce, and the 

military services in particular, to have earned at least a bachelor’s degree at the junior 

levels of GS-7 through GS-12.  Similarly, for those civilians in grades GS-13 through 

GS-15, possession of a master’s degree in a field applicable to one’s line of work has 

become a discriminator for further advancement.  For selection to the SES, as shown in 

the survey results, possession of a relevant graduate degree plus additional post-graduate 

study has become an absolute requirement in order to be considered and selected for 

senior executive positions.   

For GO’s, the forcing function of earning a master’s degree usually allows them 

to meet the prerequisites needed to be considered for selection to flag rank.  In either 

case, the attainment of advanced degrees and further post-graduate study as indicated by 

the survey results demonstrates that both senior leadership cohorts of the Army are well 

educated.  Likewise, as will be seen in the responses to survey question numbers 5, 6, and 

7 shown below, a correlation exists between advanced education and the technical or 

professional degrees required to fill specific senior management positions. 

Questions 5, 6, and 7 – Civilian Academic Discipline / Area of Specialization. (105 

SES Responses) 

Business Management: 42 (40%)      

 Technical Sciences / Engineering / Bio-Medical: 43 (41%)   

 Liberal Arts / Law / Public Administration: 20 (19%)        

–  Civilian Academic Discipline / Area of Specialization (20 GO Responses)  

 Business Management: 8 (40%) 

Engineering: 4 (20%)  
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Liberal Arts: 6 (30%)  

Law: 2 (10%) 

Question 7: Highest Level Civilian Education Attempted But Not Completed: (13 

SES Responses) 

Masters: 7 

Doctoral: 6 

 –  Highest Level Civilian Education Attempted But Not Completed: (6 GO 

Responses)  

 Masters: 3  

Doctoral: 3  

Question 8-SES Tier Level and GO Rank of Responses. (105 SES / 20 GO Responses)

   
 

Rank.  Numerous studies (Cameron & Quinn,1999; Deal, 2005) have examined 

individual commitment to  organizational norms and institutional identification. These 

studies have found that a correlation exists between one’s rank, status, and level of 

compensation and the propensity of an individual to want to continue to serve with that 

organization.  Rank and status within an organization are also key indicators within social 

identity theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1979) that serves as a significant predictor of levels of 

identification with an organization, as well as its goals and mission.   

This correlation is especially true especially for members whose social standing is 

largely based on being both a part of an organization, leading to a desire to rise within the 

ranks of an organization.  Likewise, levels of conformity to organizational norms tend to 

increase as the status of individuals rise leading to a cycle of senior individuals within an 

organization wanting to stay within it, both for the social gratification such status brings, 

as well as serving as a guardian against change within the organization so that perceived 

7% 

45% 

48% 

Table 4.5 a: SES  Respondent Tier 
Level 

Tier 3: 8

Tier 2: 47

Tier 1: 50

15% 

60% 

25% 

Table 4.5 b:  GO Respondent Rank Level 

Lieutenant General: 3

Major General: 12

Brigadier General: 5
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outsiders or inside reformers do not succeed in significantly changing the form and 

substance of an organization which allowed them to succeed (Hogg, 2001).  

Question 9-Area of Specialization within the SES. (105 Responses)

 

 

Area of Specialization. The significance of this question is based on two assumptions.  

First, that the sample population of respondents adequately represents the various types 

of areas of specialization within the Army SES corps – which it does; and secondly, that 

the responses correlate to the type of specialization an Army senior executive might have.  

An analysis of responses coded by NVivo10 software reveals that a correlation exists 

between higher job satisfaction by non-technical senior executives than by the more 

technically oriented science and technology senior executives whose responses were 

coded as being more negative than their operations and management counterparts.  

Areas of specialization also serves as a further means of sub-group identification 

as Stets and Burke (2000) observe since people “are tied organically to their groups 

through social identities (and) they are tied mechanically through their role identities 

within groups” (228).  As such, it could be expected that individuals categorized as being 

from one of the different types of senior executive specialties – science and technology; 

intelligence; and various operational and technical specializations – tend to keep in closer 

contact and identify with other individuals holding the same area of specialization. 

Although this skill set sub-categorization tends to be true for uniformed officers, a 

reverse process of identification takes place wherein once officers reach (or are admitted 

into) flag rank status.  It is at that point that military officers are expected to lose much of 

the parochialism that accompanied their previous membership in a particular branch such 

as infantry, armor, engineers, etc. and instead take on the persona of a “general” officer 

ready to assume leadership of almost any type of organization (Postmes et al, 2005).   

46% 

21% 

10% 

23% 

Table 4.6: Areas of Specialization within the SES Respondants  

Operations and Program Management: 48 (46%)

Engineering and Technical: 22 (22%)

Intelligence: 11 (10%)

Other: 24 (22%)
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    Question 10 – Comparison of Number of Positions Held by SES’s and 

GO’s.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Positions held and years of service.  Given the fact that selection into both the SES and 

general officer corps is a difficult and administratively arduous route, there is to some 

degree a self-selection process that exists for both civilian and military careerists (those 

individuals who stay either in uniform or as a Department of the Army civilian for 20+ years) 

who wish to advance to flag-level status. Although much of the propensity to serve has to 

do with what is effectively an “all-or-nothing” retirement system for uniformed members 

(i.e., military personnel who stay less than 20 years within a military service generally do 

not qualify for a regular military retirement pension that is worth roughly 50% of the base 

salary of an individual’s final rank at retirement unless injured in the line of duty). 

Similarly, since the reforms made to the federal retirement system in the early 

1990’s that reduced most pension plans from the 75%  of final pay levels that existed 

under the previous Civilian Retirement System (CRS) to the more austere and individual 

retirement account based Federal Employee Retirement System (FERS), civilian 

employees to include members of the SES are incentivized to remain as long as possible 

within the Federal system (Rosen and Durand 1995, Segal & Harris 1993, Schumm et 

al.1998).                        

Table 4.7:  Number of Positions Held Within the SES and Total as GO’s by Respondents 

Answer Choices SES Responses GO Responses 

1 Position 40.57% 42 0.00% 0 

2 Positions 30.19% 32 10.00% 2 

3 Positions 15.09% 16 25.00% 5 

4 Positions 10.38% 11 25.00% 5 

5 Positions     .94%   1 30.00% 6 

6 Positions   1.89%   2 10.00% 2 

7 or more Positions     .94%   1 0.00% 0 

Total:                                                                                                                                                        105                                            20 
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Question 11- Number of SES Respondents with Prior Military Service.  (105 

Responses)

 

 

SES respondents with prior military service. This data point demonstrates that two-

thirds of all Army SES members had prior uniformed military service and therefore 

should be predisposed to identifying with the goals and rules of a structured military 

organization.  This majority of senior executive cohort members with prior military 

service would tend to confirm an assumption that military officers who transitioned from 

uniformed service into an analogous civilian status wished to continue their service 

within a military establishment through other means.  

Likewise, prior military service at any level, but mostly at the officer level, 

reflects a propensity for prior service individuals who achieved senior grade rank while in 

uniform to also seek, and be selected for similar senior executive positions.  Statistics 

maintained by the Headquarters, Department of the Army CSLMO note that 

approximately 45% of all current SES members  held the rank of colonel, brigadier 

general, or major general prior to their being selected as a civilian senior executive 

(CSLMO, 2014).     

The importance of this question is both perceptual and professional.  A number of 

career civilians, especially those in the more junior GS grades tend to view the transition 

of prior service individuals to relatively high grade GS positions in negative terms 

(CPMO Survey, 2014).  This negative perception is based on what is seen as a revolving 

door wherein senior Army officers retire from a uniformed senior position one day only 

to return in a civilian suit to a civilian position of equal or even greater responsibility a 

66% 

34% 

Table 4.8: Number of SES Respondants with Prior Military Service  

Yes: 70 (66%)

No: 35 (34%)
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short time later.  Although there are also compelling reasons why prior service, high 

ranking officers are selected to serve in the SES due to their executive level experience, 

training, professional development, and expertise in specific functional areas, a degree of 

resentment from long-term career civilian professionals without uniformed military 

service exists.  As reflected in the comments provided from several survey respondents, 

these individuals believe that military retirees feel entitled to be selected for those more 

senior GS level positions which then closes the door for career civilians within the Army 

civilian workforce.  In such cases, long serving civilian professionals believe they will 

not get to be considered or selected for career promotion positions (McKinsey, 2013).  

 Question 12 - Branches of Service for SES Respondents with Prior Military 

Service. (71 Responses)

 
Branches of service for SES members with prior military service.  As 

reflected in the responses to this question, the preponderance of SES members with prior 

military service came from the Army, although 16% of those with prior military service 

came from other services which allows for a degree of diversity within the realm of 

military experience for those prior service members of the SES. For those respondents 

who previously held military flag rank in particular, their responses correlate with mostly 

positive views of the SES being an elite cohort that should be treated or considered 

equivalent in terms of authority and responsibility to general officers.      

 Question 13-Type of Service for SES Respondents with Prior Military 

Service.  (71 Responses of which respondents could answer in multiple categories)                                                                                                                   

83% 

9% 

4% 4% 

Table 4.9:  Branches of Service of Respondents with Prior Military Service 

Army: 59 (83%)

Air Foirce: 6 (9%)

Navy: 3 (4%)

Marines: 3 (4%)
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Table 4.10a: Type of Service of SES Respondents 

     
Table 4.10b: Type of Service of SES Respondents

     

Type of service for SES members with prior military service.  As seen in table 4.10a 

and 4.10b, the overwhelming number of prior service members of the SES respondents to 

this survey had accomplished their military service as officers and of those, the majority 

also served within the active Army. Conversely, only a small number accomplished their 

military service as an enlisted member of the uniformed service.  Again, this observation 

correlates closely with SIT tenants of self-identification with a larger group and its 

official and unofficial norms (Tajfel and Turner, 1979; Hogg, 2001).  A small number 

(9%) of Department of the Army civilians also span the military-civilian gap through 

active membership in one of the two Reserve Components of the Army.     

Question 14 - Attendance of SES Respondents at Military Senior Service 

College. (105 Responses) 
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Table 4.11: Senior Service College Attendance of SES Respondents

 
Senior Service College Attendance.   The sizable percentage of respondents who have 

not attended a Senior Service College is illustrated by the responses of this question 

which demonstrates a significant disparity with their general officer counterparts.  

Whereas attendance and graduation from one of the master degree granting uniformed 

services senior service college year long programs  (Army War College, Air War 

College, Naval War College, Industrial College of the Armed Forces, National War 

College, or National Defense University) or one of several approved post-graduate 

university fellowships is mandatory to be considered for promotion to general officer, 

only a small number of SES members have the opportunity to be selected to attend such 

programs.  Although a majority of all Army SES members (approximately 70%) have 

attended one of the SSC’s, the majority of those did so as a military officer during an 

earlier period of their federal careers.   

The Army only selects a handful of its GS-14’s and GS-15’s, most of whom have 

not had prior military service to attend these prestigious programs which are designed to 

train mid-level leaders into strategic thinkers who upon graduation will be placed in 

higher level positions.  Most, if not all the civilians who are selected and attend these 

programs return back to their previous assignments which are usually involved only at 

the mid- levels of command and policy making.    

This contrasts with their military counterparts who are usually promoted to 

Colonel while attending one of the SSC programs and receive follow-on assignments 

which point them towards attaining flag-rank.  Attendance at one of the Senior Service 

Colleges therefore serves as a means of differentiation between those who get selected to 
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attend and those who do not.  Such differentiation is in line with Hogg and Abrams 

(1988) observation that social categories in which individuals place themselves are a 

reflection of in-group social stratification where the ingroup possesses more power, 

prestige, and status than the out-group. Within the Army, non-selection to a war college 

effectively means the end of a military career at the rank of lieutenant colonel after 25 to 

28 years of service.        

Although such education requirements are  not a prerequisite for equivalent grade 

civilians who aspire to be selected and serve within the SES, those members of the Army 

SES who have not attended a senior service college leaves them at a disadvantage.  By 

not having gone through the resident course at one of the Department of Defense’s 

capstone academic institutions, senior executives are deprived of having made valuable 

social contacts and networks, as well as the academic milieu which would hold them in 

good stead over the course of their executive careers.   

Likewise, they are deprived of a valuable and valued status event which through 

participation and graduation validates them to be a member of the in-group (Stets and 

Burke, 2000, p.227).  

Question 15 -  Racial/Ethnic Identification. (105 SES / 20 GO Responses)

  
 

4% 
2% 

2% 

77% 

2% 

13% 

Table 4.12a:  Racial/Ethnic 
Identification of SES Respondents 

African-American: 4
(3.74%)

Asian-American: 2 (1.87%)

Latino/Hispanic American:
2 (1.87%)

European-American: 81
(75.70%)

Middle-Eastern-American:
2 (1.87%)

Other: 14 (13.04%)

16% 

0% 

5% 

63% 

0% 
16% 

Table 4.12b:  Racial/Ethnic 
Identification of GO Respondents 

African-American: 3
(15.79%)

Asian-American: 0 (0%)

Latino/Hispanic American:
1 (5.25%)

European-American: 12
(63.16%)

Middle-Eastern-American:
0 (0%)

Other: 3 (15.79%)
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Racial and Ethnic Identification.  Similarly to gender comparison, the racial 

composition of  the SES and GO respondents of this study serves as an important control 

variable for data analysis as it reflects both social and cultural diversity markers.     

Race and ethnicity was measured using the U.S. census question which asks 

respondents to identify the racial category to which they belong (or identify with) from 

among the following choices: White (European-American), Black (African-American), 

Latino (Hispanic-American), Asian (e.g., Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Korean, Asian 

Indian, Vietnamese), American Indian or Alaskan Native, Pacific Islander or Native 

Hawaiian, Multi-racial (specify), multi-racial, and Other (specify).    

Recognizing that some respondents might better identify for religious and cultural 

reasons to include a classification that allowed them to identify as being of Middle-

Eastern background, this category was also included.  For analytic purposes, the last five 

categories were included within the “other” category.  In analyzing the significance of this 

variable, the researcher attempted to find a correlation between identification as being a 

part of the Army’s leadership elite on the part senior executives and the sense of 

identification they associate with their social, racial, or ethnic identifications and loyalties.     

A direct correlation could not be found that linked these two variables and therefore 

could not be measured within this study as an independent variable.  This exclusion was 

due to the sample populations from both cohorts being too small to be able to draw any 

reliable conclusions.   However, identification as, and with, a specific racial group 

continues to be a powerful social comparison ingroup category within social identity 

theory.    

This is especially salient when ethnic and racial identification serves as a means of 

self-categorization in the forming of an individual’s identity and its further transference to 

an specific group that an individual wishes to adopt and belong to (Hogg and Abrams, 

1988; Tajfel and Turner, 1987).    
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Question 16 - Military Senior Service College Attended by SES Respondents. 

(63 Responses) Table 4.13: Military Senior Service College Attended by SES Respondents

 

Specific Senior Service College Attended.  As a follow-up to survey question number 

14, this question sought to correlate attendance at a specific Senior Service College (SSC) 

with group identification within the SES cohort.   What the responses to this question 

revealed was that of the 60% of individuals who attended a SSC, nearly half of those 

individuals were graduates of the Army War College.  In terms of elite identification, this 

factor is significant in that for military officers, consideration for selection to promotion 

to general officer is a sine qua non.  In contrast, selection to membership within the SES 

is not dependent on attendance or completion of a SSC.   

However, selection and attendance on the part of Department of the Army career 

civilians at one of the Senior Service Colleges or equivalent fellowship programs and in 

particular the Army War College is clearly an indicator of potential to serve at the senior 

executive level.  Attendance at the Army War College also serves an institutional 

reinforcing function since its curriculum stresses Army centric approaches to issues that a 

land based force must confront and solve (Weigley, 1973).  

Qualitative Questions asked of SES Respondents: 

Question 17 - Overall, I am treated equally as well as my military general 

officer counterparts.   (102 Responses)      
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 Table 4.14: Perception of Equal Treatment with General Officer Counterparts

 

SES perception of equal treatment with general officers.  The responses provided by 

the respondents for this question show a clear split between those senior executives who 

perceive they are treated equally with their general officer counterparts and those 

respondents who believe they are not treated equally.  In further examination of the 102 

responses, 46 of the 52 senior executives who answered negatively to this question had 

science and technology, or other specific technical backgrounds. Further analysis of those 

responses found that 36 of the 52 also answered that they did not believe that they were 

part of an elite group, thereby raising questions as to whether those individuals believe 

they should be treated as the peers to general officers.  

Many social identity and self-categorization theorists (Hogg and Abrams, 1988; 

Turner et al., 1987; Stets and Burke, 2000; etc) consider it essential that group 

identification be present in order for individuals to consider themselves to be a part of an 

in-group. Hogg (2000) notes that “social identity is self-evaluative and derives its value 

from the evaluative properties of the in-group, social comparisons between groups are 

focused on establishing evaluatively positive distinctiveness for one’s own group” (186). 

This observation is important since it through the “process of self-categorization or 

identification, (that) an identity is formed” (Stets and Burke, 2000; p.124) 

Question 18 -  I am given the necessary degree of authority to execute my 

responsibilities. (102 Responses)  
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Table 4.15: Degree of Authority to Execute Responsibilities

 
Adequate degree of authority to execute responsibilities.   In contrast to the responses 

provided to the previous question, a majority of individuals believe that they possess or 

are given enough authority to execute their jobs, although a sizable minority perceived 

that they did not possess the authority they need accomplish their responsibilities.  Of the 

80 respondents who agreed that they have enough authority to do their job, 32 responded 

in negative terms to perceptions of being equal to general officers in terms of status and 

support as shown in Table 4.16 below.  

These viewpoints run counter to the goal set by the Senior Leadership of the 

Department of Defense in 2006 as set out in its Charter for Developing 21st Century 

Senior Executive Service Leaders Working Group which stated they would work 

alongside “General/Flag Officers and political leaders…(as) a key part of the senior 

leadership team that must support our military forces in executing DoD’s national 

security mission”  (DoD Charter, 2006).  Such negative views call into question whether 

the goals outlined in numerous forums, working group and conferences over the past 10 

years to improve the morale and status of career senior executives has been met.  

Question 19 -  I am given the equal degree of status level support as my 

uniformed general officer counterpart (support staff, office, travel requirements, 

etc)  (102 Responses) 
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Table 4.16: Perception of Equal Degree of Support and Status

 

SES perception of equal degree of status and support with general officers.  The 

responses provided by the respondents for this question revert back to a strong majority 

perceiving that they are not given the same degree of status and resource support as their 

general officer counterparts.   

This is further explained by comments that the NVivo10 software has coded 

under the overarching theme of “Treat SES’s as Equals” which fell into five sub-

categories of: 1) Equal education and training as GO’s; 2) Provide equal pay and 

incentives for equal levels of responsibility; 3) Recognition as being equal to GO’s; 4) 

SES’s are treated as an "outsider" to the Army Profession; and 5) SES’s require equal 

levels of authority as GO's. Table 4.39 summarizes these themes and sub-categories.  

Burke (2008) stated that meaningful activity within a role that is defined by an identity 

largely revolves around the control and ability to decide on the allocation of resources.   

If members of the Army SES perceive they are not given the same degree of 

authority as their uniformed counterpart, such conditions undermine their self-esteem and 

ability to believe they are in fact a part of an executive decision making  elite. As noted 

by Stet and Burke (2000), self-esteem and authority serve as important motivating factors 

that affect performance.    
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Question 20: My military superiors understand and advance my career goals   (101 

Responses) Table 4.17: Military Superiors Understand and Advance my Career Goals

 

Military superiors understand and advance my career goals.  Although a majority of 

respondents agreed that their military superiors or supervisors understood their career 

goals and presumably helped to advance them, a sizeable minority disagreed. This 

negative perception was also reflected in a number of the comments that the NVivo10 

software coded as a Theme that captured the perception that “Army Senior Leadership 

needs to value what the SES Corps does.”  Similarly, this response reflected another 

underlying and recurring Theme that was discerned through the NVivo10 software that 

was termed “Better Management of the SES Corps.”  This question and the responses it 

engendered within the survey instrument go past the strictures of the environment that 

senior executives and general officers experience within the Army as an institution.  The 

literature dealing with executive leadership offers many examples within the civilian 

sphere that also reflect the perceptions reflected by the respondents (Hogg, 2001) 

Question 21 -  I am comfortable voicing my concerns to my senior level 

supervisor (civilian or military)  (102 Responses)       

Table 4.18: Degree of Comfort in Voicing Concerns to Supervisors
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SES Degree of comfort in voicing concerns to superiors.  The overwhelming positive 

responses for this question correlate with the group identification among Army SES 

members that there is a high comfort level in their being able to both voice their 

concerns, and have them listened to by their superiors.  The implicit conclusion is that 

despite their perception that are they are not treated equally in some professional arenas 

(see Questions 17 and 19 above), the respondents to this question non-the-less perceive 

that in terms of communicating with their superiors, there is a high level of value given to 

their issues by their GO superiors and counterparts.  

This apparent inconsistency is countered by examination of comments that the 

NVivo10 software coded under the Theme of “Focus on critical requirements” which 

reflected confidence that members of the SES are able to identify priorities and set goals 

which add equally to the performance provided by their uniformed counterparts.  Using a 

model derived from Ostrom’s (2005) IAD Framework (see Figure 1.5, page 43), the 

action arena for senior executives is their work place environment where they serve as 

participants.  Within that action arena the senior executives find themselves placed in 

various action situations – sometimes as leaders, sometimes as subordinates depending on 

the situation.   

These situations in turn require routine and on-going interactions with other 

individuals – some are colleagues and peers (presumably other members of the SES as 

well as GO’s), others are subordinates, and others are superiors – all these arena actors 

and actions require feedback as well as inputs and outputs.  Bearing on the action arena 

are exogenous variables which includes the rules, procedures, and constraints which 

affect the ability to arrive at decisions (Ingraham and Barrilleaux (1983).   

Of particular importance are the attributes of the community a senior executive is 

either a part of or interacts with. Linkages exist with other actors, and actions that bring 

about outcomes.  It is in the environment that the SES must be able to voice concerns to 

superiors. 

Question 22: I identify myself as being part of an elite group as a member of 

the SES.  (102 Responses) - 77 (75.49%)  Positive responses / 25 (24.51%)  Neutral or 

negative responses  



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             137 
 

Table 4.19: Identification as a Member of an Elite Group

 

SES Identification as a member of an elite.   The responses from this question provide 

a critical insight to the way members of the Army’s SES Corps perceive themselves.  

Moreover, this question serves as the central focus of this study – whether members of 

the Army SES see themselves as being a part of an established elite leadership cohort.  

Social identity theory presupposes that members of discreet groups identify with such 

groups because the groups reflect the basic values and cultural ideals of the individuals 

who belong to them (Tajfel and Turner, 1979, Hogg, 2001). 

Question 23 - I am compensated enough/adequately for the work and 

responsibilities required to perform my duties.   (102 Responses) -- 39 (38.23%) 

Positive responses / 63 (61.76%) Neutral or negative responses 
Table 4.20: Compensation correlates
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Perception of adequate compensation for work and responsibilities.   Although 38% 

of the respondents agreed they were adequately compensated, 52% of the respondents 

registered negatively on this question, of which 16% strongly disagreed that they were 

being adequately or equally compensated in comparison to their general officer 

counterparts. This large plurality of negative responses reflects a key point of disaffection 

among the respondents to the survey in that there exists a sense that members of the 

Army SES corps are underpaid and not compensated in ways that allows them to be 

perceived as the equals to their military counterparts.   

As noted in Chapter One, approximately 80% of the 6,700 members of the 

Federal SES earn between $130,000 and $174,000 a year, with a pay-cap of $181,500 for 

the highest ranking Tier 3 level members as specified in 2014.  This is in contrast to the 

highest paid federal employees on the Executive Schedule such as agency heads earn 

$201,700 (SEA, 2014).  Although general officers are paid roughly the same amount in 

equivalent positions as their civilian SES counterparts, the responses for this question 

from respondents indicates they believe their contributions are undervalued in terms of 

monetary compensation (Schneider, 2014).  

An explanation of these perceptions is provided by self-categorization theory 

(SCT) (Hogg et al, 1995) that postulates that the process of categorization is accentuated 

through perceived similarities and differences of stimuli (in this case, compensation) 

belonging to a category that an individual identifies with or belongs to, and the perceived 

differences that a different category has (Hogg et al., 1995).   

Therefore, although a member of the SES might consider themselves to be in the 

same elite senior leader cohort as uniformed general officers, the differences that are 
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evident between them as reflected by different pay systems, different sources of 

authority, and different visual symbols that reflect rank and status, reinforces negative 

generalizations both groups expressed as evidenced by the responses provided to the 

survey.  Although these perceptions may be factually incorrect, the fact that they were 

expressed demonstrates outsider-insider perceptions continue to be maintained.  

 Question 24: You are fully informed or kept in the decision-making cycle in 

terms of being a senior level decision-maker by your superiors.   (102 Responses) -- 

75 (73.53%) Positive responses / 27 (26.47%) Neutral or negative responses 

    Table 4.21: Perception of Being Kept Fully Informed by Superiors 

 

Perception of being kept informed and in the decision-making cycle.  Although 

almost ¾’s of the respondents to this question either agreed or strongly agreed that they 

believed they were being kept fully informed and in the decision-making cycle by their 

superiors, almost 14% disagreed, while 13% were unsure which is a significant number 

of senior leaders who perceive they are not being fully engaged by their superiors.  The 

negative impact on organizational cohesion and trust between leaders who do not 

perceive themselves being kept fully informed or in the decision making cycle for the 

organizations they are responsible for leading to perceptions of outsiderness which feeds 

into areas such as human capital management, mission analysis and execution, and 
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resource expenditure (Bass, 2007).  Conversely, effective strategic leadership includes 

top-down direction which accepts upward influence, open vertical communication, 

effective coordination, and clear accountability and authority to subordinate management 

levels. From the responses provided by the survey instrument, although a sizeable portion 

of the SES corps believes these criteria are being met, some do not. 

Question 25: There is a "champion" at the most senior level of the Army for 

members of the SES to provide mentorship and assist in my career progression.   

(102 Responses)  -- 34 (33.33%) Positive responses / 68 (66.66%) Neutral or negative 

responses 
Table 4.22: Members of the Army SES have a Champion 

 
 

There is a champion for the SES within the Army Senior Leadership.  The pattern of 

responses to this question demonstrates that a sharp divide amongst the respondents 

exists in terms of their perceiving a “champion” among the Army Senior Leadership who 

can advance their views, needs, and careers.  The similar dispersion of positive and 

negative responses also demonstrates that there is not a clear view among the majority of 

respondents that a champion actually exists for members of the Army SES community.   

One business site (www.businessdictionary.com) defines a champion as a person 

“who voluntarily takes extraordinary interest in the adoption, implementation, and 

success of a cause, policy, program, project or product…(and) will typically try to force 
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the idea through entrenched internal resistance to change, and will evangelize it through 

the organization.”  In order to do this, a champion must be an individual possessing 

unquestionable credibility and ideally has reached the pinnacle of authority within an 

organization so that they will be able to “spend” “credibility credits” similar in concept to 

Hollander’s (1985) “idiosyncrasy credits” afforded to ingroup members, by arguing and 

fighting on behalf of a cause or someone else (Oxford, 2014). 

Question 26: If there is a "champion" at the senior level of the Army who do 

you believe it is or should be?  (43 Responses) 
Table 4.23: Perception of Who the Champion for Army SES Is 

 

Who is the Champion for the SES Corps within the Army Senior Leadership?   With 

only 33 of 43 respondents listing who they believe their Champion should be (or is), this 

table illustrates the confusion that exists in identifying a specific individual at the highest 

level of Army leadership who serves as the primary advocate for senior executive 

concerns.   

Without a singular individual identified to whom members of the Army SES can 

view as their primary advocate, protector, and mentor, it is not a surprise that a significant 

number of senior executives expressed different degrees of disaffection as reflected in the 

comments they provided in the survey which were reflected in the coded themes provided 

by the NVivo10 software.            

           5 (11.63%) 

                7 (16.28%) 

                                             15 (34.88%) 

           5 (11.63%) 

1 (2.33%) 

                         10 (23.26%) 
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Such views call into question whether there is a wider issue of more junior grades 

of the Army’s civilian workforce having an established champion working on their 

behalf.  To address this issue, in recent years, the Army Civilian Personnel Office has 

developed a program to identify and develop the best civilian talent starting from the GS-

13 grade level (equating to the rank of Major/04 in the Army) among the and set them on 

a parallel track of professional training and education that uniformed officer counterparts 

undergo in order to prepare them for more senior and strategic level positions.   

This program, officially known as Enterprise Talent Management (ETM), is now 

being implemented with the goal to identify leaders from within the ranks of the 

Department of Defense civilian workforce early in their careers in order to develop a 

career path that will allow them to be considered for professional development 

opportunities and assignments that should eventually lead to qualifying them for 

positions within the Senior Executive Service.  By identifying younger members of the 

workforce who come from underrepresented ethnic, age, and gender demographics while 

they are in the formative stages their careers, greater diversity will be made as these 

junior and mid-level workforce members are groomed for senior level positions. 

Question 27: On “social values” I consider myself to be.  (94 Responses) 

Table 4.24: SES Respondents Spectrum of Social Values and Views    
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Respondent’s Social Values. In terms of degrees of intensity and identification with 

social values, the largest affinity/identification cluster exists within the traditional to 

strongly traditional spectrum of views.   

A lesser degree of intensity exists within the permissive and strongly permissive 

spectrum which reflects an interesting juxtaposition of responses in that the responses 

from science and technology respondents fall into the more permissive spectrum while 

the more general and purely managerial based SES members tended to identify with 

moderate, traditional and strongly traditional values.  

These sharp differences in identifying with specific social values reflect a lack of 

a homogeneous and unified outlook that within the core value systems of the Army SES. 

Ostrom (2005) in her discussion of how the IAD Framework can assist senior leaders in 

framing ways forward when faced with social dilemmas notes that “social dilemmas are 

ubiquitous in economic, political, and social life.  They occur whenever the private 

returns to each participant are greater than their share of a joint return no matter what 

other participants do” (p. 37).   

Social values therefore are a function of upbringing, education, group 

identification and interaction with others among many other factors (Hogg, 2001).  These 

factors are also apparent even when individuals share key social value attributes with 

others within a group.  In this case, differences might still arise through other non-shared 

key attributes and variables (Ostrom, 2005).       
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Question 28: On “political issues” I consider myself to be.  (94 Responses) 

Table 4.25: Political identification of SES respondents 

 
 

Respondent’s political outlook.  Not surprisingly there is a strong correlation between 

the respondent’s identification with social values and where they stand on the political 

spectrum as shown in comparing Tables 4.25 and 4.26. The importance of these two 

identity data points is that they demonstrate a clear divergence that argues against the 

proposition that the Army SES Corps is a monolithic and seamless elite cohort.  To the 

contrary, clear lines of divergence and diversity of backgrounds, demographics, social 

and political views of the SES cohort become apparent that are shared with general 

officer respondent responses which is in line with SCT which Turner and Reynolds, 

(2010) noted leads to a “depersonalization” process that occurs when an individual 

comes to identify with the purpose, meaning, and goals of a group.   

Stets and Burke (2000) argue that to the extent an ingroup sub-category is 

positively valued; depersonalization will lead to mutual attraction between ingroup 

members.  This in turn leads to enhanced self-esteem among members of the ingroup 

since individuals identifying with, and accepted within the ingroup are seen as being 

similar to each other, at least in terms of prototypical characteristics which are outwardly 
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required to stay within the ingroup.  However, when personal views that lie outside the 

purview and purpose – such as political and ethnographic identifications – of the ingroup 

exist, they serve as markers for personal self-categorization that are independent of the 

ingroup identification categories (Stets and Burke, 2000).   

Such individual markers have their limits according to SCT, and could be 

damaging to ingroup solidarity and cohesiveness.  Scott and Lane (2000) note that 

organizational identity and organizational identification are separate arenas that allow the 

internalized social and political views of an ingroup member to be separate from that 

groups purpose as well as independent of its membership requirements.   

However, if such views fall too far outside the expected norms and values of the 

majority of the ingroup, the cognitive dissonance associated with supporting goals and 

ideals that conflict with personal values and standards could lead to disaffection with the 

ingroup, and ultimately lead to marginalization, expulsion, or self-removal from it (Hogg, 

2001; Scott and Lane, 2000) 

Qualitative Questions asked of GO Respondents 

The following twelve questions and tables serve as a comparison of the responses 

provided by general officers for the qualitative questions that civilian SES survey participants 

provided in their survey.   In aggregate, the responses of general officers correlated closely 

with the SES responses.  For the survey questions asked of general officers, the first 15 were 

the same as those asked of civilian senior executives, therefore this section starts with the 

General Officer Survey question number 16 and onwards below.     
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Question 16: Overall, members of the SES are treated equally as well as their 

military Flag Rank/General Officer Counterparts.    (20 Responses) 
Table 4.26: GO perception of SES members being their equals 

 
 

GO perception of members of the SES as equals.  General officer respondents 

significantly differed from their civilian senior executive counterparts in their view of 

considering members of the SES to be their equals. Of the GO respondents, 1/3 indicated 

that they did not consider members of the SES to be their peers and therefore effectively 

perceiving them to be an outgroup. Upper echelon theory (Hambrick and Mason, 1984) 

provides an answer based on the characteristics of the dominant social group of an 

organization that was anticipated by earlier public policy theorists such as Lipset (1963) 

and Downs (1967).   

In the military services, it is the uniformed senior leadership (i.e., the upper 

echelon elite) that sets the standards and requirements for their organizations. Within the 

Army, uniformed leaders understand exactly where one stands in their hierarchical 

structure based on the rank displayed on their uniform and the title they are referred by.  

When interacting with civilians, there are little if any visible cues to the hierarchal 

standing which causes cognitive ambiguity for uniformed ingroup senior leaders which 
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could bring about unconscious biases on the part of general officers when dealing with 

civilians (Nishii et al, 2007). 

Question 17: Members of the SES are given the necessary degree of authority 

to execute their responsibilities.    (20 Responses) 
Table 4.27: GO perception of SES level of authority 

 
 

SES members have equal degree of authority to execute duties.  Overall, general 

officers responses to this question compared almost exactly to the responses provided by 

SES members.  As such, a majority of both cohorts perceive that members of the SES 

have the necessary degree of authority to accomplish their work. Ostrom (2005) noted 

that although a group can determine their own rules by establishing well-defined 

boundaries that serve to allow both the inflow and outflow of authority, she points out 

that “group boundaries are frequently marked by well-understood attributes,...and 

symbolic boundaries…that help solidify individuals” confidence in others (p.261). 

Alternatively, another metric for the degree of trust and authority general officers believe 

senior executives possess could be the degree of responsibility their SES colleagues are 

vested with (Bolman and Deal, 2008).       
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Question 18: Members of the SES are given the equal degree of status level 

support as their Flag Rank /uniformed General Officer counterparts  (support staff, 

office, travel requirements, etc).  (20 Responses)      
  Table 4.28: GO perception of SES members being treated as equals  

 

SES members are treated the same as general officers.   By a large margin, the 

general officer respondents perceived their SES counterparts to be their equals which 

contrasted with the perception provided by members of the SES which in Table 4.16 

significantly reversed the view of their general officer counterparts. Social identity 

theory explains this as a case wherein a dominant ingroup sets the conditions for 

admittance in ways that outsiders find difficult to attain even as the ingroup believe 

the standards for admittance are fair and achievable (Tajfel and Turner, 1979). 

Question 19: Overall military superiors understand and advance SES career 

goals as their Flag Rank / General Officer counterparts.  (20 Responses) 
Table 4.29: GO perception of level of support to SES career goals 
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Degree of general officer support of SES career goals.   Although a plurality of general 

officer respondents tended to see themselves as supporting SES members, a significant 

number disagreed with that assessment.  Overall however, their responses generally 

correlated with the views of the SES respondents as reflected in Table 4.17.   

Question 20: Members of the SES are just as comfortable or confident in 

voicing their concerns to their senior level supervisor (civilian or military).                   

(20 Responses) 
 

Table 4.30: GO perception of ability of SES members to voice concerns to superior 

 

SES Ability to Voice Concerns Military or Civilian Superiors.  Overall, general 

officers responses to this question compared similarly to the responses provided by their 

SES counterparts.  However as noted by Patton (1990), due to the smaller sample 

population, the number of general officer sample population who registered disagreement 

with the proposition that members of the SES are able to voice concerns to their superiors 

might actually indicate an underlying condition that questions the perception of trust and 

integrity between these two leadership cohorts.  

Upper echelon theorists (Hambrick and Mason, 1984; Gelfand et al., 2004) have 

posited that if subordinates discern that their needs are not being addressed, they are 

unlikely to reciprocate to superiors in the form of commitment to the organization they 
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are associated with. Earlier studies also noted the relationship between upper echelon 

relationships and performance (Nishii et al., 2007).       

Question 21: Members of the SES are part of an elite group in the same way 

Flag Rank / General Officers are.   (20 Responses) 
Table 4.31: GO perceptions of members of the SES being an elite group 

 

SES members are accepted as equal elite as general officers.  A wider dispersion of 

views was reflected in the responses provided by the general officer respondents to this 

question.  Whereas nearly 75% of the SES respondents identified as a member of an elite 

group, only 45% of the general officer respondents shared that perspective.  To the 

contrary, 40% of the general officer respondents disagreed with the proposition that 

members of the SES were an equivalent elite group.   

This is a significant data point that reflects a built-in bias on the part of a 

significant portion of the general officer respondent sample rejecting the proposition that 

SES counterparts are an elite and by extension, their peers. Hogg (2001) notes that 

“social identity theory is an intergroup theory,…(and) leadership in salient groups can 

only be understood in its intergroup context, because groups can only be understood in 

their intergroup context” (p. 193). From this observation, there is little members of the 

SES can do to change the mindset of general officers who do not see them as equals, 
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since for general officers, the primary group identification is that of being uniformed 

senior leaders, and if one is not in uniform, positions might be analogous, but not the 

same, and therefore not meriting exactly the same level of deference and value. 

Question 22 - Members of the SES are compensated adequately for the work 

and responsibilities required for them to perform their duties. (20 Responses) 
Table 4.32: GO perception of adequacy of SES compensation 

 

SES members are adequately compensated.  By a wide margin, general officers 

responses to this question reflect a view that members of the SES are adequately 

compensated through their salaries. These views contrast sharply with the responses of 

SES respondents which reflected over 51% disagreed or strongly disagreed that they were 

adequately compensated.  The differences in viewpoints reflected in this contrasting 

response clusters denote a significant point of disagreement between these two cohorts.     

Again, there appears to be a correlation between how general officers view their 

civilian senior executive counterparts in terms of work accomplished and compensation 

for that work.  Because uniformed military personnel are considered to be on call”24/7” 

in contrast to the “8 to 5/40 hour week” context of civilian employment, a built-in bias 

among general officers could exist that dismisses civilian employees, regardless of the 

number of hours they work, and despite empirical evidence to the contrary which shows 
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that on the average civilian personnel work longer and more unpaid hours than their 

uniformed counterparts per week (Castano et al, 2002).   

From a federal government human resource perspective, compensation for federal 

employees is usually considered to be the total amount of the monetary and non-

monetary benefits that includes vacation leave periods, bonuses, various insurance 

contributions, and retirement plans provided to an individual in return for performance of 

tasks and required work commensurate with the level of the position an individual 

occupies (Chingos, 2002). Research has shown (Dutton, Dukerich and Harquail, 1994; 

Castano et al, 2002) that such built-in biases are difficult, if impossible to change because 

of outgroup categorizations, which in this case, seems to suggest that general officers 

believe that their senior executives get compensated well enough with an unspoken, but 

implied suggestions from comments made on the survey that civilian executives should 

be satisfied with what they have rather than seeking more.   

Question 23: Members of the SES are as fully informed or kept in the 

decision-making cycle in terms of being a senior level decision-maker as their Flag 

Rank /General Officer counterparts.  (20 Responses) 
Table 4.33: GO perception of SES being kept as fully informed as their military counterparts 
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SES members are kept as equally informed as their GO counterparts.  Overall, 

general officers perceived that members of the SES are kept as fully informed as their 

military counterparts.  A significant proportion (40%) of responses either disagreed or 

were not sure as to whether members of the SES are kept as fully informed as their 

military counterparts.  Within the context of an IAD Framework, information serves as 

both a medium and a commodity.  Ostrom (2005) observed that when “information is less 

than complete; the question of who knows what at what juncture becomes very 

important” (p. 51).   Lack of complete information and the sharing or withholding of 

information on specific topics can make the difference between success or failure for an 

entire group, not just an individual.  Within the IAD Framework, information gathering 

and sharing is a critical part of the action arena which is dependent on the rules-in-use of 

an organization that governs the amount of knowledge and information participants have, 

or are given in terms of policy oriented strategies, actions, and outcomes (Ostrom, 2005). 

Question 24: Members of the SES have a “champion” at the most senior level 

of the army that provides mentorship and assists in their career progression. (20 

Responses)  

Table 4.34: GO perception that SES members have a champion 

 

SES members have a champion to advance their interests.  Not surprisingly, the 

responses provided by general officer respondents reflected uncertainty as to who or 
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whether a champion was needed for their SES counterparts.  

For general officers, it was made clear during the interview process with 

select individuals that the Chief of Staff of the Army and his immediate deputy, the 4-

star general, Vice Chief of Staff of the Army, serve as the primary champions for the 

Army general officer corps. In this role, the Chief of Staff of the Army closely 

watches the individual progress and actions of the general officer corps which 

ultimately will become a reflection of his priorities and values during the course of 

his four year tenure in that position.  More than anyone else, the Chief of Staff 

decides who, where, and when a specific general officer will go to fill a flag level 

billet. Although the Secretary of the Army ultimately decides which senior executive 

will fill which assignment, many variables get factored in before a final decision is 

made.  Similarly, the remoteness of the position of from most senior executives, as 

well as the multiplicity of actions that he must oversee, mitigate against the Secretary 

of the Army to actually serve as an effective champion for the Army SES corps.   

Question 25: Who do you believe the “champion” for the SES Corps should be?       

(20 Responses) 

Table 4.35: GO perception of who a SES champion should be 
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Who should the champion for members of the SES be?  The responses to this question 

further reflected a sense of confusion as to who a champion for the SES corps should be.  

From the general officer perspective, the wide range of responses reflects a sense that a 

champion for their civilian counterparts and peers is not clearly defined or known.  These 

responses correlated in similar ways to the confusion and divergent views expressed by 

members of the SES on this question as illustrated in Table 4.24.    

 Question 27: On “social values” I consider myself to be.   (20 Responses) 

Table 4.36: GO self-identification with social values and views 

 

Respondent’s social values. The responses in terms of intensity and identification with 

the spectrum of accepted social values for general officer respondents correlated closely 

to the spectrum clusters provided by their SES counterparts.  This correlation closely 

follows the value identification spectrum illustrated by the SES respondent’s responses in 

Table 4.25 as predicted by Allen and Seaman’s (2007) research. 

Question 28: On “political issues” I consider myself to be.  (20 Responses) 

Table 4.37: GO self-identification with political leanings (level of intensity – higher number 

indicates greater level of identification intensity) 
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Respondent’s political outlook.  The responses to this question by the general officer 

respondents correlated closely to the political leanings spectrum of their SES counterparts 

as illustrated in Table 4.26 with the greatest levels of intensity being demonstrated at the 

moderate, conservative and strongly conservative categorization levels. 

                                             Correlations and Emergent Themes 

The three research questions that framed the current study -                                              

RQ1: What are the leadership experiences and personal characteristics members of 
the Army SES corps should have in order for their GO counterparts to consider them to be 
(and treat them as) peers?                                   
           
 RQ2:  What experiences and professional development opportunities do members of 
the Army SES corps need in order to identify themselves a part of a distinct elite group that is 
equal to that of general officers?          
           
 RQ3: What are the differences in roles and responsibilities that members of the Army 
SES corps are given vice those of their uniformed counterparts?  

produced six themes that emerged during an iterative analysis process using the NVivo10 

software.  These themes connected the various comments and statements made by survey 

participants to the research questions and purpose of this study. In turn, these themes were 

developed into 18 response sub-categories.  The six themes and the sub-categories are 

detailed in Table 4.39. The coded data from each NVivo10 theme and sub-category are 

detailed in Table 4.40. The complete transcribed interviews are excluded from the study 

results in order to mitigate the risk that the first-person experience comments of both the 

Army senior executives and general officers who were willing to participate in semi-

structured interviews were detailed enough to identify a specific individual, and therefore 

compromising the confidentiality agreement (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, and Allen 

(1993).           
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 To maintain participant confidentiality, specific names, geographic locations, and 

unit identifications are modified within the coded segments in the appendices. Coded 

references directly from the survey and interviews are included in the data analysis section.  

Texts were modified for grammatical purposes but not contextually within the study 

results to maintain population anonymity. T ranscribed discussions maintained on an 

external storage device provide a recorded account of the interviews that were conducted.                                                     

Research Analysis of Recurring Themes  

Research analysis was guided by Bazeley’s (2009) three questions of what is 

interesting about the data, why is it interesting, and is it relevant to the research 

questions. These questions were used as an azimuth check to keep the research material on 

topic in order to assist in providing a framework for the coding patterns of the various 

survey responses as noted by Bardach (2012).    

Similarly, notations in NVivo10 free node properties helped define the answers to 

those three questions. Free nodes coded in NVivo10 resulted in developing generalized 

concepts that became apparent under each research question as emergent themes. The 

three NVivo10 themes that emerged to support RQ1 included the following:    

(Theme 1) Treat SES’s as Equals;  

(Theme 2) Better Management of the SES Corps; and  

(Theme 3) Army Senior Leadership needs to value what (the) SES Corps does.   

The two NVivo10 themes that emerged to support RQ2 included the following: 

(Theme 4) Public, Congress and GO's don't understand role and capabilities of the SES 

Corps, and (Theme 5) Limit the "surprises" by keeping us informed. One NVivo10 theme 
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was developed for RQ3, (Theme 6) Focus on critical requirements. An analysis of each 

theme is provided below. 

 Theme 1: Treat SES’s as Equals to GO’s. The NVivo10 software determined 

that Treat SES’s as Equals to GO’s was a recurring theme that was expressed in a number 

of ways by multiple survey respondents and interview participants. This expression 

reflects the dominant perspective of the majority of Army senior executives participating 

in the survey in terms of collectively agreeing on a unifying issue of concern to them.   

Together with the sub-categories of this theme reviewed below, the research provided 

evidence that supports the hypothesis that elite group identity and identification as a member 

of an elite is inhibited or prevented if perceptions of lesser treatment does not meet the 

pronouncements of official status and positive command climate (Bullis and Reed, 2003). 

This theme is relevant to the research questions because according to both social identity 

theory and identity theory “identities referring to groups or roles are motivated by self-

esteem, self-efficacy, self-consistency, and self-regulation…(as) both (theories) lead one to act 

in keeping with that which most clearly represents the group or role.” (Stets and Burke, 2000, 

p.233)  The converse of this statement is also true – self-esteem, self-efficacy, self-

consistency, and self-regulation affect the development of identities and identification with an 

organization. Likewise, Army senior executives may experience cognitive dissonance if 

they are told they are the equal to general officers, but perceive that they are treated in 

ways that do not comport with their official status and roles.  

The research found that perceptions of such disparities were reflected in numerous 

statements made by survey respondents that were coded in NVivo10 software under this 

theme.  When interviewing SES-3, the following statement succinctly summarized this 
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perspective in the following terms “civilian senior executives need to be treated as equals 

with the military of similar responsibility and grade in both protocol and professional 

ways.”          

Sub-Category 1.1: Equal Education and Training as General Officers. This sub-

category amplifies the message of Theme 1 by highlighting a perception that senior 

executives do not receive as many professional development opportunities as their general 

officer counterparts.  Although this perception is challenged by the many required 

developmental courses that senior executives must attend at various stages of their careers.  

According to the Army Civilian Senior Leader Management Office (CLSMO) website, 

within the first 12 months of appointment to the SES, an individual must attend a two-

week long On-Boarding Course that is held twice a year.      

 Each course has approximately 20 participants and is meant to expose the newly 

appointed senior executives to the higher level strategic concepts they will be responsible 

for contributing to in their positions.  Likewise, it serves as a chance for the participants to 

meet new colleagues and network with other Army senior leaders, both civilian and 

military during the course.  Following completion of the On-Boarding Course, depending 

on the functional specialization of the senior executive, further executive training courses, 

usually lasting one week, will be offered so that individuals will be credentialed for the 

position the position they occupy.  After an initial assignment of three or four years, senior 

executives are selected to participate in the one-week long Intermediate Course held at the 

University of Virginia, Darden School of Business in order to receive a world-class 

professional development experience which is similar to the On-Boarding Course, except 

more attention is paid to individual self-development.       
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 Upon selection to a Tier-3 position, a member of the Army SES will attend 

Leadership at the Peak course where they join other 3-star level military and civilian 

leaders for a two-week long career building experience where seminars and visits to 

various 4-star level headquarters brigs these senior leaders in contact with their peers.  In 

reviewing the full expanse of senior leader training and professional development 

available to Army senior executives, the perception that the military counterparts of Army 

civilian senior leaders is not a correct observation, however, there is always the chance 

that feelings of being an outsider from an ingroup can explain the perception of this 

supposed disparity.   This sub-category is relevant to the research questions because elite 

group formation is dependent on shared experiences, views, social patterns, and 

commonly held perceptions of reality (Tajfel and Turner, 1979).  As stated by Interviewee 

SES-2: “The gap between uniformed and non-uniformed senior leaders needs to be 

bridged and then we can bridge the gap between the lower ranking military and civilians 

to work better together.”   

Sub-Category 1.2: Provide equal pay and incentives for equal levels of 

responsibility. The relevant aspect identified in Sub-Category 1.2 was that multiple SES 

respondents (see Table 4.33) perceived they were being treated in an unequal fashion in 

comparison with their uniformed counterparts in terms of pay and incentives.  Hogg et al, 

(1995) suggests that such negative perceptions of being treated unequally or unfairly arise 

because individuals are identified as being outsiders by the ingroup.  Other research 

supports such observations (Elle, 2012; DiGenio, 2002) that negative perceptions 

concerning outsider abilities are formed by ingroup organizational members from early 

interactions with each other, usually within the first six months an individual joining an 
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organization (Manderscheid & Ardichvili, 2007). However, perceptions on the part of the 

SES members must take into account that compensation and benefits for uniformed 

service members are quite different than for Department of the Army civilians.   

From the interview conducted with SES-2, an expression of the frustration 

experienced by a significant number of senior executives was voiced by stating that 

senior executives “should be compensated commensurate with their responsibilities and 

leadership roles.  It does not have to be money; it could be added retirement benefits 

(10% higher than current) which pale in comparison to military retirement benefits.” 

Negative perceptions concerning outsider abilities are formed by ingroup organizational 

members from early interactions with each other, usually within the first six months an 

individual joining an organization (Manderscheid & Ardichvili, 2007). However, 

perceptions on the part of the SES members must take into account that compensation 

and benefits for uniformed service members are quite different than for Department of 

the Army civilians.   This perception of experiencing a form of compensation disparity 

was noted by a significant number of senior executives was voiced by stating that senior 

executives “should be compensated commensurate with their responsibilities and 

leadership roles.  It does not have to be money; it could be added retirement benefits (for 

example 10% higher than current) which pale in comparison to military retirement 

benefits.”  Negative perceptions concerning outsider abilities are formed by ingroup 

organizational members from early interactions with each other, usually within the first 

six months an individual joins an organization (Manderscheid and Ardichvili, 2007). 

However, perceptions on the part of the SES members must take into account that 

compensation and benefits for uniformed service members are quite different than for  
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Table 4.38:  Themes and Sub-categories 
RQ1 What are the leadership 
experiences and personal 
characteristics members of the 
Army SES corps should have in 
order for their GO counterparts 
to consider them to be (and 
treat them as) peers? 

RQ2: What experiences and 
professional development 
opportunities do members of the Army 
SES corps need in order to identify 
themselves a part of a distinct elite 
group that is equal to that of General 
Officers?   

RQ3: What are the differences 
in roles and responsibilities 
that members of the Army SES 
corps are given vice those of 
their uniformed counterparts? 

Theme 1: Treat SES’s as Equals Theme 4: Public, Congress and GO's don't 
understand role and capabilities of the SES 
Corps 

Theme 6: Focus on critical 
requirements 

1.1 Equal Education & Training as 
GO's 4.1 Increase awareness of what the SES and 

civilian workforce bring to the fight 

6.1 Provide resources and staffing 
adequate to accomplish 
organizational missions 

1.2 Provide equal pay and incentives 
for equal levels of responsibility 4.2 Increase integration of civilians and 

military in operations and training  

6.2 Politics are too often 
considered over mission 
requirements and execution 

1.3 Recognition as being equal to 
GO’s 

4.3 Be the champions and defenders of 
SES's in front of Congress, Executive Branch 
and the Public 

6.3 Retrospectively, I would be far 
more hesitant to become a 
member of the SES if I had to do it 
over again 

1.4 SES treated as an "outsider" to 
the Army Profession 

Theme 5: Limit the "surprises" by keeping 
us informed 

6.4 Foster an attitude within the 
Army that supports and 
encourages innovation instead of 
compliance 

1.5 SES's require equal levels of 
authority as GO's 5.1 "Power Down" decisions and decision 

making authority so that SES, DISL, and ST 
Leaders are empowered 

 

Theme 2: Better Management of 
the SES Corps 

5.2 Long-term progress is difficult to 
achieve when leadership, goals, and 
priorities change frequently 

 

2.1 Secretary of the Army and/or 
USA need to Serve as Advocates for 
SES's 

5.3 SES's and the civilian workforce are 
essential to successful organizational 
transformation 

 

2.2 Provide a clear and standard 
Professional and Leadership 
Development Path for SES's 

5.4 Stop the budget wars between Congress 
and the Executive Branch so stability can be 
achieved 

 

2.3 Provide greater opportunities 
for advancement and geographical 
mobility 

  

Theme 3: Army Senior Leadership 
needs to value what SES Corps does 

  

3.1 GO's must understand the 
mission of Science and technology 
organizations 

  

3.2 Treat the SES Corps with more 
respect 

  

3.3 Limited or no pay raises or 
awards for years 

  

3.4 ST SES's are treated and paid 
less than most "regular" SES 
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Table 4.39:  Themes and Sub-Category Node Values Sample  
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Department of Army civilians.  From the interview conducted with SES-2, an expression 

of the frustration leadership roles.  It does not have to be money; it could be added 

retirement benefits (10% higher than current) which pale in comparison to military 

retirement benefits.” 

Sub-Category 1.3: Recognition as being equal to GO’s. The theme that emerged 

from the data in Sub-Category 1.3 was that senior executives were not being recognized as 

peers by their general officer counterparts.  From the data gathered during the interview 

process, recognition of equal status between general officers and senior executives would 

include equal number of support staff, special parking spaces, “executive” level office space 

and amenities, and other visible forms of elite status. Despite these perceptions of not 

receiving adequate or commensurate recognition, as reviewed in Chapter One, all Army 

SES members receive the SES flag, certificate, special stationary, and an SES insignia 

lapel pin, as well as other trappings of executive rank which are meant to be analogous to 

those given to general officers (GAO 03717T, 2003).   

However, Army general officers also receive several other items that are unique 

to their having attained flag rank which include a 9mm service pistol as a personal side 

arm as well as a distinctive black leather waist belt which is usually worm on special 

occasions such as parades and ceremonies (usually without the pistol).  Clearly such 

martial effects are not appropriate for civilian executives, but general officers are by 

regulation allowed one other special trapping that is not authorized for their SES 

counterparts.  This involves the flying of a general officer’s personal flag outside the 

building or facility they are in charge when they are present.   

This tradition is one that was pointed out by In interviewing SES-01 this 
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differences in treatment between GO’s and SES’s was raised in this way: “they get to fly 

a flag outside their building…we do the same work and we never get to have our SES 

flag displayed—Why not??”.  This sub-category is relevant to the research question 

because it is one that can be empirically proven in terms of levels of protocol, services, 

and support senior executives receive vice that of their GO counterparts.  

Sub-Category 1.4: SES treated as an "outsider" to the Army Profession. Senior 

executive survey respondents repeatedly provided comments that suggest as a group they 

are made to feel like outsiders by general officer counterparts and colleagues.  These 

comments correlated with upper echelons theory in that members of the SES often draw 

from personal experiences as they try to establish leadership credibility within the 

organizations they find themselves assigned to (Finkelstein et al., 2009).  

Hambrick, (2007) as a leading upper echelons theorist notes that leaders often make 

use of a mental process in which they filter information and interpret the environment 

through personal biases that include the limitations of their functional qualifications and 

background, professional experiences, personal values, and personalities. In reviewing 

various comments made both during the interview and survey process, numerous 

individuals recounted experiences that fit the outsider having to prove themselves to the 

inside group (general officers).   Coded expressions are relevant to the research questions 

because the expressions describe whether Army senior executives consider themselves to be 

part of the senior leadership elite of the Army.  In particular, SES-03 who serves as a Science 

and Technology senior executive noted “In particular, not only I am not perceived to be 

equal to (a) GO, but also to other SES. For example my position is not noted on my CAC 

(common access [identification] card) as equal to SES. The advancement possibilities are 
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very limited. In reality we are stuck at tier 1, and move to tier 2 is only possible if I quit 

being scientist and move to SES but in fact with my limited experience in federal jobs it 

is also problematic”.  

Sub-Category 1.5: SES's require equal levels of authority as GO's. The relevant 

aspect of Sub-Category 1.5 is the respondent descriptions detailing how they require the 

authority needed to fully execute their duties associated with their positions. The time 

references are consistent with both elite and social identity theory literature (Domhoff, 

1983; Tajfel, 1978; Hogg, 2001, etc). The references are pertinent to the degree of 

authority required and how the executive is expected to execute their responsibilities. 

Members of the Army SES along with all other OPM validated senior executive positions 

are required to receive web-based annual evaluation reports that are exceedingly rigorous 

and detailed in detailing achievement of set performance metrics through the EPAT 

(Executive Performance and Appraisal Tool) system which usually is processed at the 

end of the Fiscal Year.    

SES-1 expressed frustration with this process in this way: “Provide a leadership 

development path that goes well beyond "Talent Management" process (Defense Talent 

Management System - DTMS) so that SES members can chart a path forward and up, or 

continue to develop their specific niche areas in a way that motivates them to do and 

learn more in their specialty.”  Similarly, SES-1 summarized this view by stating, 

“Provide authority commensurate with responsibility, and hold accountable.  Too many 

decisions have been elevated to the senior-most levels instead of empowering leaders.”  

Theme 2: Better Management of the SES Corps. The NVivo10 theme Better 

Management of the SES Corps was expressed by SES-2: “Manage, train, (and) assign 
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SES and GO in a merged cohort, (for) all options except tactical unit command.  Senior 

executives should (also) rotate every 4-6 years to provide stability, but should be afforded 

same considerations as GOs when moving (housing, etc) so that the movement and 

selling/ buying a house isn't an effective cut in pay, as it is now.”  This expression 

captures the essence an outsider transition experience from the perspective of being a 

senior executive who identifies with an organization, but feels the organization does not 

fully reciprocate. The sub-categories coded within this theme include 2.1, which deals 

with advocacy; 2.2, professional development, and 2.3 greater opportunities for 

advancement. 

Sub-Category 2.1: Secretary of the Army and/or USA need to serve as advocates 

for SES's. Sub-Category 2.1 includes direct references from participants that reflect 

significant disaffection and distrust with the appearance of positive advocacy for Army 

senior executives by the Senior Leadership of the Army.  The NVivo10 software coded 

various responses from survey participants that touched on this sub-category.  One survey 

response in particular reflected strongly negative views as follows: “It starts with the 

Secretary of the Army improving his attitude on the SES corps.  He has made it clear he 

has no respect for members of the SES and believes we are overpaid, which is a joke.  

Senior military also make it clear by their actions, if not words, they do not believe 

civilians are equivalent in any way.”  Another participant’s comments echoed this 

strongly negative perception of a lack of support on the part of the Senior Leadership of 

the Army for its SES corps: “After years as an SES, I still earn less than 2/3rds of the 

GS15s subordinate to me.   



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             168 
 

While I endeavor to serve selflessly, regardless of salary, this does leave one 

puzzled as to why the Army continues to compensate those with less responsibility and 

workload better than its 'supposed' executives.  The Secretary of the Army's purported 

reaction that 'nobody feels sorry for old guys making more than 100K a year' brings into 

serious question whether senior Army leadership truly values the SES corps.  It also 

serves to make external options more attractive - where one's efforts might be more 

appreciated.”  These expressions of disaffection, if widely held, would argue against the 

proposition that a significant number of Army senior executives view themselves as a 

part of an elite.  

Further analysis making use of  Self-Categorization Theory (SCT) however might 

also reflect a sense of solidarity based on perceptions of being an outgroup within a larger 

ingroup. Postmes et al., (2005) noted that “SCT argues that social influence within groups 

is exerted to the extent that individuals categorise themselves as group members and 

perceive themselves (and others) in terms of the shared stereotype that defines the 

ingroup in contrast to relevant outgroups …group members may be influenced by group 

norms because they stereotype themselves in terms of group membership (i.e., normative 

influence stems from self-categorization and identification with the group)… they may 

also act and think in line with the others who are seen as prototypical representatives of 

the group (i.e., a particular form of interpersonal influence, traceable to a perceived group 

prototype) (p. 6).   

Given this outsider-ingroup identification that falls within the SCT framework, 

research produced by experiences such as this and validated by the NVivo10 software 

provided in this study, tends to confirm that even when appearing as disaffected, Army 
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senior executives fall into a group identification that is distinct from that of their general 

officer counterparts (Postmes et al., 2005). 

Sub-Category 2.2: Provide a clear and standard professional and leadership 

development path for SES's. In Sub-Category 2.2, survey participants expressed a need 

for professional leader development above those courses already being offered.  Some of the 

comments that the participants provided include: “Train officers from 04 up in civilian 

management; institute selection process for SES that is meaningful - then give the SES 

the autonomy to do his/her job.  Stop bypassing/ignoring subpar SES performers and do 

what it takes to remove them.” This statement recognizes one of the essential features of 

a profession – the requirement for members of that profession to regulate and if needed, 

to police and sanction members who do not meet the standards of that profession.  

The next statement reflects a strong element of social identity theory in that it 

calls for “(r)ecognition that it is the civilian component of the institutional Army that will 

be not only the continuity of expertise, but also the ones who will be in place to actually 

see missions completed.  Additionally, (senior leaders) need to put full support behind 

our intern programs.  Otherwise we risk not having the people available to fill mid to 

senior level positions in the mid to long term, forcing us to rely too heavily on prior 

service members - robbing us of the appropriate diversity of thought and experience.”  

Lastly, interviewee SES-02 succinctly framed the requirement for Army Senior 

Leadership to “(c)ontinue to support career growth for the civilian cohort...” which calls 

into question whether enough is being done by the Army Senior Leadership to assist in 

developing an elite group identity that is commensurate to the framework of Tajfel and 

Turner’s (1979) social identity theory construct. In a recent study of how the federal SES 
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corps should develop greater professionalism, the Department of Defense (DoD) was 

singled out as a best –practice innovator on providing Senior Leader oversight of its 

senior executives: “Another strong element of the DSLDP (Defense Senior Leader 

Development Program), according to a DoD representative, is senior-level support. The 

Deputy Secretary of DoD champions the (SES DSLDP) program and encourages other 

senior leaders to promote it to employees” (McKinsey, 2011, p.31).  

Sub-Category 2.3: Provide greater opportunities for advancement and 

geographical mobility. In Sub-Category 2.3, survey participants expressed awareness 

that there was a need for greater opportunities for advancement and geographical mobility 

commensurate with their general officer peers. A contributing factor to civilian senior 

executives having to prove themselves lies party from Hollander’s (1968) observation 

that individuals unknown to an organization must actively seek ways that establish 

leadership credibility compared to individuals who rise to positions of authority from 

within (Van Buren and Safferstone, 2009).  

Participants expressed perceptions that outsiders had to overcome forms of 

bureaucratic resistance from within the organization they were charged to manage, 

“Allow us to innovate – I'm told we don't do it that way, or we've always done it this 

way. Allow me to manage without being micro-managed…it’s not as though SESs don't 

understand the Army…we are the Army, but like most civilians, the unseen part of the 

Army.”  

Theme 3: Army Senior Leadership needs to value what the SES Corps does. 

This NVivo10 theme was expressed by GO-2: “They are invaluable in providing 

continuity and expertise to every organization, because they will stay long after I go to 
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another assignment.” This expression captures how general officers rely on Army senior 

executives for keeping the elements of organizational requirements moving and current.  

It also provides an insight into the fungibility of general officers who often stay in a 

position for 12 to 24 months in contrast to civilian senior executives who stay in position 

and location for 3-8 years – which effectively means much of their career given the fact 

that most individuals only get accessed into the SES in their late 40’s or early 50’s.  The 

sub-categories coded within this theme include 3.1, indicate that more understanding is 

needed for science and technology organizations and senior executives; 3.2, treat senior 

executives with respect; 3.3, limited compensation advancements; and 3.4, science and 

technology senior executives are treated less well than operational counterparts. 

Sub-Category 3.1: GO's must understand the mission of science and technology 

organizations Sub-Category 3.1 includes direct references from participants that 

demonstrated Science and Technology senior executives and by extension their teams 

and organizations were not fully appreciated or understood by their military counterparts.   

One survey participant provided these comments: “Military leaders need to better 

understand the mission of technical laboratories and what ST senior executives do.  My 

immediate supervisor, the civilian lab director, understands both quite well.  However, 

the military leadership above him does not.  We do not have the support we need to do 

our jobs.  Because the military chain of command does not understand our function, we 

are not treated with the same respect as general officers.  Our opinion is not solicited on 

technical matters or on decisions our leadership makes that affect lab operation.” 

Manderscheid and Ardichvili, ( 2007) note “a leader’s ability to manage impressions, 
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seek feedback from subordinates, and align expectations early will help develop a 

relationship with the team that in turn leads to a successful transition” (p. 125). 

Sub-Category 3.2: Treat the SES Corps with more respect through 

responsibility. Sub-Category 3.2 provides coded references that reflect dissatisfaction 

with how they are generally treated by their GO colleagues, counterparts and at times 

superiors.  Survey participants provided the following comments that reflect this sense of 

dissatisfaction:  “Better define (the SES) career path and opportunities for advancement.” 

“Recognize that the SES really does work that is equally as important as the GO.” “SES’ 

usually serve as deputies to GO’s…Either eliminate deputy positions, or give the deputy 

a strong portfolio of programs/projects for which s/he is responsible.”  Such comments 

reflect a shared sense of disaffection amongst many SES participants that is line with 

Postems et al. (2005) observation that “(s)ocial identification goes beyond the (cognitive) 

knowledge of being a group member: it describes the effective consequences of group 

membership” (p. 7). 

Sub-Category 3.3: Limited or no pay raises or awards for years. Sub-Category 

3.3 provides coded references on perceptions of pay and compensation equity among 

survey participations.   The first statement was direct and unambiguous: “Provide 

compensation reform for the SES pay bands.”  While another comment from a different 

participant called Army Senior Leadership to “Reinstate bonuses and incentives.” 

Similarly, a third participant was emphatic in providing this comment: “We need to be 

treated equally well as my military general officer counterparts...now (it is) only lip-

service. I have never seen an opportunity for  a Tier 3 position in the Army...however, I 

have seen individuals (usually from the Pentagon inner circle) promoted into the 
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positions.” 

Sub-Category 3.4: ST SES's are treated and paid less than most "regular" SES. 

Sub-Category 3.4 continues the topic of compensation inequity, however with specific 

attention focused on how Science and Technology (ST) senior executives are treated.  The 

following are comments made on the survey by different participants that reflects a 

significant level of dissatisfaction and frustration among the Army sub-group of ST SES’s: 

“(as a Senior Research Scientist (ST) … while I am formally part of Executive leadership 

service there is a big difference how STs and SES are perceived and treated. In particular 

not only I do not perceive I am (treated) equal to GO’s, but also to other SES’s. For 

example my SES (status) position is not noted on (my official identification card). The 

advancement possibilities are also very limited. In reality (ST’s) are stuck at Tier 1, and 

move(ment) to Tier 2 is only possible if I quit being a scientist and move into a SES 

(generalist position), but in fact with my limited experience in federal jobs (this option) is 

also problematic.”  

The same individual also voiced frustration “that while ST’s are supposed to do 

science our performance plan seems to stress organizational achievements and not 

scientific ones.  I think our effectiveness would improve if we had some scientific path 

for further career progression based on our scientific expertise, knowledge, experience, 

and achievements were appreciated more.”  This theme of unequal treatment for ST 

senior executives is also reflected in this comment: “Understand better the mission of the 

laboratories and what STs do.  My immediate supervisor, the civilian lab director, 

understands both quite well.  However, the military leadership above him does not.  We 

do not have the support we need to do our jobs.  Because the military chain of command 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             174 
 

does not understand our function, we are not treated with the same respect as general 

officers.  Our opinion is not solicited on technical matters or on decisions our leadership 

makes that affect lab operation.”  These comments are in line with what Hogg (2001) 

defined as a need to “perceive others not as unique individuals but through the lens of 

features that define relevant ingroup or outgroup membership (i.e., perceptual 

depersonalization of others in terms of the ingroup or outgroup prototype, producing 

stereotypical homogenization)” (p. 185).  

Theme 4: Key Leaders Don't Understand the Role/Capabilities of the SES. The 

NVivo10 software generated theme congress and general officer’s don’t understand the 

role and capabilities of the SES corps was reflected by this strongly critical comment: “I 

work in a joint position where as an Army SES I see all the Services at work.  The Air 

Force and Navy tend to produce civilians that can think and act across a wide-breadth of 

issued from strategic to tactical.”   

This view of limited application for Army senior executives was reflected in 

another comment made by SES02 that stated: “ the Army seems to produce civilians that 

are mostly tactical thinkers, they are good technicians but they don’t have the ability to 

extend themselves to see multiple perspectives, … or value an enterprise approach to 

solving problems that acknowledges it “may not be all about you;” and that comes across 

in their actions, how they communicate and develop relationships with others.”    

This statement describes the experiences of a number of participants who work side 

by side at senior leader levels.  The sub-categories coded within this theme include 4.1, 

increased awareness of civilian added value experiences; 4.2, increased integration of 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             175 
 

civilians with military experiences; and 4.3, need for an SES champion experiences. 

  

Sub-Category 4.1: Increase awareness of what the SES and civilian workforce 

bring to the fight. Sub-Category 4.1 includes participant views on how civilians 

working for the Army are at times undervalued. Hambrick and Mason (1984) noted that 

when in positions of authority, executives need to draw from not only their experiences, but 

also of those who work for them. One survey participant expressed their experience by 

stating, “Senior Army Military leadership is starting to appreciate the role and value of a 

strong SES corps.  That same understanding does not exist with the more junior Army 

GOs.  Better education of newly appointed General Officers would be very helpful.” 

Sub-Category 4.2: Increase integration of civilians and military in operations 

and training. Participants provided descriptions coded in Sub-Category 4.2 concerning 

increased integration of civilians into fields previously reserved only for uniformed senior 

leaders. Several interviewees described personal insights on how such integration has been 

both successful and less so depending on the nature of the role senior executives have been 

placed in. Interviewee SES-04 expressed this experience by stating, ”It is destabilizing 

for organizations to have senior leaders shuffled around. Stop moving general officers so 

much; make them stay someplace long enough to see the impact of their decisions. 

Constant movement of general officers creates havoc for SES's. I can live without the GO 

trappings, but cleaning up after them is tiresome.”       

 Sub-Category 4.3: Be the champions and defenders of SES's in front of 

Congress, Executive Branch and the Public. The coded references in Sub-Category 4.3 

include participant’s expressions of concern that the Army SES does not have a visible 
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and vocal champion at the highest policy level that can advocate for and protect the 

members of this important senior leadership cohort to the executive branch, congress and 

the public. Unfortunately, the various scandals that senior executives of various other 

federal departments that came under congressional and public scrutiny over outlandish 

expenses spent during conferences and for personal purposes has splashed on all the 

senior executives throughout the federal government.   

This splash-back has not by-passed the senior executive cohorts of the 

Department of Defense either and as a result, members of the SES have been under 

extreme levels of examination of their personal and professional conduct.  GO-3 who was 

interviewed on this question noted “General officers in the Army know who their 

champion is, and it is the Chief of Staff of the Army who takes on the role of senior 

mentor and protector of his general officers from the time they pin on a star, until they 

retire.  Likewise, he serves as the maintainer of standards of what we see and know is a 

very small brotherhood – and that includes our female members – and that means he is 

the punisher-in-chief if any of us whose conduct fails to meet the standards he sets, and 

he will be the first to expel us from that brotherhood. I don’t think my civilian senior 

executives have the same clear champion to protect them and advance their interests.”   

Theme 5: Limit the "surprises" by keeping us informed. The NVivo10 theme 

“limit the surprises by keeping us informed was expressed by SES-04: “With as much 

activity we are expected to handle, we turn out to be the protectors of our staffs, so in 

order to let them do their job, we have to be able to know what is ahead before top level 

leadership develops more taskers and requirements.” This expression captures the 

experience of keeping situational awareness for all actions at all times as well as 
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anticipating new requirements which is no easy task. Implicit in this statement is that 

senior executives see themselves as the bulwarks protecting subordinates both from 

unnecessary work and short-suspensed, last minute taskings.  

When such work cannot be avoided, senior executives are expected to provide 

quality control and management expertise in bringing disparate individuals together and 

turn them into effective and productive teams. with leadership from the perspective of 

being Reserve component general officers transitioning into an Active Army 

organization. Organizational members form perceptions concerning outsider executive 

ability early in a tenure period (Diamond, 1993). Kotter (1982) suggested that internally 

hired executives have known reputations that provide the internal executives an 

advantage over outsider executives; pre-established credibility allowed internally hired 

executives to influence decision processes upon assignment to a leadership position. The 

sub-categories coded within this theme include 5.1, personal relationships; 5.2, transition 

self-awareness; and 5.3, transition confidence. 

Sub-Category 5.1: "Power Down" decisions and decision making authority so 

that SES, DISL, and ST Leaders are empowered. Sample member responses coded in 

Sub-Category 5.1 captures sentiments that reflect the desire for senior executives to be 

further empowered in the execution of their responsibilities. One survey participant’s 

comments on this sub-category were especially acerbic: “Leadership across the Army 

needs to value more what the senior executive leaders do and recognize them.  For the 

most part senior executive leaders are treated like crap and made to feel like they are not 

valued from the President down.  When you look at the high performing senior executive 

leaders and what they do, and the low compensation it truly is amazing that they continue 
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to work for the Government.”         

 Sub-Category 5.2: SES's and the civilian workforce are essential to successful 

organizational transformation. Sub-Category 5.2 provides examples of participants 

recognition that they not only leaders of the civilian workforce team, they are also 

members of that  team and therefore in addition to advancing positions that advance and 

reinforce their roles, they also should represent and advance the interests of the overall 

civilian workforce: based approach to solving problems awareness within the transition 

experience.  One survey participant expressed their unique role as one that should “bring 

stability and certainty to the workplace so my workforce can concentrate on the job and 

not pay cuts, budget cuts, benefit cuts, job cuts, etc., etc., etc.” Likewise, another survey 

participant argued that SES’s need to be put “ in direct control of programs and policies 

rather than, on the whole, consigning us to roles as deputies with limited authority or as 

merely symbolic positions that serve as continuity between GOs without authority.” 

Sub-Category 5.3: Stop the budget wars between Congress and the Executive 

Branch so stability can be achieved. Sub-Category 5.3 captured expressions from 

participants indicating concern over control and management of resources and funding senior 

executives need in order to accomplish their missions. Most participants expressed frustration that 

they had to make up for resources and funding through personal interventions and risky 

decisions. Stogdill (2011) noted that psychological factors rather than observable traits 

often contribute to leadership effectiveness, including self-confidence. Expressions of 

such frustration expressed by one survey participant stated: “Provide SES leaders with more 

authority. For example, the policy on conference travel is damaging the careers and 

ability of Army scientists and engineers to achieve mission success by not allowing them 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             179 
 

to meet with and network effectively with their public and private sector counterparts.  

Army leadership needs to show they trust the Army SES Corps to make sound decisions 

in their mission space and give them the resources they need to succeed.”  

Theme 6: Focus on critical requirements. The NVivo10 software identified 

theme Focus on critical requirements was expressed by GO-3: “All senior leaders, whether 

military or civilian need to focus on critical requirements.” This comment provides an 

insight to where the general officer believes senior leaders might not be doing — that is, 

concentrating on extraneous and personal issues rather providing added value to the 

organization as the exclusive holders of authority. Three sub-categories were coded in this 

theme. 

Sub-Category 6.1: Provide resources and staffing adequate to accomplish 

organizational missions. Participants shared experiences that reflect Sub-Category 6.1’s 

emphasis on the need to provide members of the SES adequate resources in order to 

succeed, both personally and organizationally. The sample members managed early 

expectations from subordinates, peers, and superiors by finding niche activities that 

added value to the organization. One survey participant expressed this experience by 

stating: “Remove the many layers of bureaucracy, particularly in the larger Army Staff 

sections like G2 and G3/5/7; there are too many layers from the GS15/COL through 

SES/BG that absorbs resources and talent that can be put to better use.”  Likewise, 

interviewee SES-01 communicated this experiential observation: “give us enough staff to 

do our jobs; foster an attitude within the military that supports and encourages innovation 

instead of compliance; support intellectual diversity; seek members of the SES who have 

experience that is not predominantly military; provide an equivalent amount of education 
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and training as our military counterparts.” 

Sub-Category 6.2: Politics are too often considered over mission requirements 

and execution. Participants provided comments that reinforced Sub-Category 6.2’s 

perception that internal politics preempts mission priorities. One survey participant noted 

discomfort with the politically based initiatives that political appointees bring with them 

as transient representatives of whatever administration is in power.  In commenting on 

what was perceived as distrust with existing procedures and policies on the part of 

political appointees to more senior level positions, the participant bluntly stated that 

“political appointees need to trust and communicate with the professional civilian staffs 

that senior executive lead more regularly.”  

Another response that was coded by the NVivio10 software under this sub-

category was more specific in identifying dissatisfaction with what is perceived as 

unnecessary politically based policy changes: “The political bureaucracy will grind you 

down.  On a frequent basis, it seems we do things that don’t make sense, but the 

“bureaucracy” perpetuates a stranglehold on doing things like training in a one-size fits 

all fashion.  As a senior leader, it would be nice to have the Army act as if civilians are 

worthy of tailored training to better prepare them to support the broad and diverse needs 

of the Army and DOD.”   This same respondent went on to add:  “I recently read a report 

that indicated many Army leaders demonstrated unethical behavior by rationalizing 

“pencil whipping” training and other reports when they appear problematic ... the Army 

needs to question if they are really asking leaders, soldiers and civilians to do the right 

things and not waste time as if it were an unlimited resource.  It seems we substitute 

activity for real substance when it comes to effectiveness.”  Similarly, another survey 
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respondent commented: “I believe that political leanings restrict my effectiveness at 

times, meaning that at higher levels, politics are considered over execution.”   

These statements tend to validate Ostrom’s (2005) action arena stage of the IAD 

framework which posits that when the action arena of an organization faces disorienting 

activities and events, group members evaluate actions, outputs, and outcomes, and these 

evaluations influence any subsequent stage of the process in terms of individual and 

collective choices. 

Sub-Category 6.3: Retrospectively, I would be far more hesitant to become a 

member of the SES if I had to do it over again.  Sub-Category 6.3 captured expressions 

from participants indicated remorse and regret over what they consider less than 

acceptable treatment for a career that is officially characterized as a profession as 

reflected by comments gathered through NVivo10 software from survey participants: 

“Pay and compensation (for Army senior executives) has been stifled with regard to what 

the Office of the Secretary of Defense and other Services are doing.”   

Similarly, another response reflects dissatisfaction with the chance to 

professionally develop: “(We) need more movement across Services to develop truly 

enterprise leaders within OSD.”  Likewise, another participant notes that “SES’s need the 

same protection from toxic leaders as uniformed members.  SES's working for SES's that 

are toxic have only two options - suck it up or the "nuclear" option – resign and find 

another job, which is difficult for a professional usually in their mid to late 50’s or even 

60’s.”   

Another survey participant summarized the frustrations that almost every survey 

response expressed: “Provide a leadership development path that goes well beyond 
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"Talent Management" (DTMS) so that SES members can chart a path forward and up, or 

continue to develop their specific niche areas in a way that motivates them to do and 

learn more in their specialty.”   

                                                Summary 

This chapter provided data analysis for information gathered for a 

phenomenological study to determine whether members of the Army SES corps perceive 

themselves to be part of a leadership elite that is the equivalent of the Army general 

officer corps.  The analysis made use of data collected through responses provided by a 

sample population of 105 current Army civilian senior executives through an on-line web-

based survey instrument from.  In order to test and validate the points made by those 

respondents during the conduct of the on-line survey, a similar but slightly modified 

survey was prepared for a limited number of both active and retired general officers 

which received a total of 20 responses from 50 general officers who were requested to 

take the survey.   

Similarly, additional data was collected using semi-structured interviews with a 

total of 8 individuals in order to validate comments made by survey participants.  In order to 

provide a balanced view of the comments made, 5 civilian senior executives, and 3 general 

officers agreed to be interviewed and provided responses to several question during semi-

structured interviews.  Once the data and documentation from the surveys and interviews 

collection phase of the study design was completed, data was transcribed and uploaded as 

source documents in NVivo10 for analysis. Data analysis using the phenomenological 

method provided by Moustakas (1994) supported by NVivo10 software resulted in 

identifying six major themes within the Army SES group identity experiences which 
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provided insights from the perspective of the sample population. 

Themes connected to the research questions emerged during the iterative analysis 

process. The three NVivo10 themes that emerged to support RQ1 included the following: 

(Theme 1) Treat SES’s as Equals; (Theme 2) Better Management of the SES Corps; and 

(Theme 3) Army Senior Leadership needs to value what (the) SES Corps does.  The two 

NVivo10 themes that emerged to support RQ2 included the following: (Theme 4) Public, 

Congress and GO's don't understand role and capabilities of the SES Corps, and (Theme 

5) Limit the "surprises" by keeping us informed. One NVivo10 theme was developed for 

RQ3, (Theme 6) Focus on critical requirements.  

The two-phase data collection method that combined a multi-question on-line 

survey taken by each participant, coupled with a several semi-structured interviews 

resulted in the collection of credible data. The survey allowed participants to respond to 

specific questions anonymously to include comments collected through an open-ended 

comment box provided at the end of each survey, allowing for reflective thinking.  

Similarly, the semi-structured interviews allowed participants to recall past experiences 

dealing with senior executive management issues within the phenomenological design of 

the study. The data collection method provided by the on-line, web-based survey allowed 

for a rigorous examination of data collected so that valid and reliable information from 

the study participants could be assembled and analyzed.   

The NVivo10 coded elements are traceable to the study participant transcripts and 

provide trustworthiness to the tree nodes and free nodes that emerged within the data 

analysis process. Trustworthiness is comprised of dependability, credibility, 

transferability, and conformability (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). The NVivo10 software used 

to analyze data within this study produced linkages between unfiltered data and emergent 
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themes that connected the theoretical underpinnings of identifying how members of the 

Army SES perceived themselves as an elite group using Upper Echelons Theory (Smyth, 

2006).and Social Identity Theory within an IAD framework.  

Chapter 4 included the analysis and resulting themes derived from the data 

collected from an anonymous on-line survey instrument that received responses from 105 

senior executives and 20 general officers, and semi-structured interviews from a 

population comprised of 5 Army senior executives and 3 general officers. The validity 

and reliability within the data analysis process added rigor to the study trustworthiness. 

The study implications and conclusions in the study results detailed in Chapter 5 are 

derived from the rigorous analysis foundation. The focus of Chapter 5 is on the study 

results. 
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      CHAPTER 5:  CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to explore and analyze how 

members of the US Army Senior Executive Service perceive themselves to be, and 

identify as, a distinct elite group in comparison with their uniformed general officer 

counterparts. The research sought to utilize comparative analysis to contrast responses to a 

survey provided by a sample of 105 Army senior executives for responses to comparable 

questions in a similar survey by a smaller sample of 20 Army general officers.  Members 

of both sample groups made use of an on-line, web-based survey instrument, while a 

smaller number of individuals representative of both senior civilian and military leaders 

participated in semi-structured interviews.  The data collected from research made use of 

the perceived and lived leadership experiences of both sample populations in ways that 

reflected the views and observations of civilian senior executives and military general 

officers in regards to whether they perceived members of the Army SES to be a distinct 

elite cohort.  Whereas Chapter 4 presented the data that was collected and provided a 

descriptive analysis of it, Chapter 5 will provide the study findings and the implications it 

has for further studies in the field of executive level leadership. Chapter 5 concludes with 

recommendations for future research.  

                                        Findings and Analysis 

Earlier studies and researchers suggested that qualitative phenomenological 

approaches were best suited to investigate elite group formation and intergroup dynamics 

(Hogg, 2001; Postemes et al, 2005; Parsons, 1964) and for that reason was utilized as the 

research method for this study.  The research conducted as part of this study made use of 

Ostrom’s (2005) Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD) Framework to analyze 
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organizational patterns, and Tajfel and Turner’s (1978; 1986) Social Identity Theory (SIT)  to 

categorize ways that individual members of the SES identify as members of an elite upper 

echelon cohort within the senior leadership of the Army.  The qualitative phenomenological 

research design provided a systematic method for participants to relate and narrate their 

collective and individual experiences (Creswell, 2009).  

Through the use of an anonymous on-line, web-based survey instrument, respondents 

provided both demographic information and critical comments that identified patterns and 

provided themes that were coded using NVivo10 software in order to categorize data as 

free nodes. Themes emerged in an iterative process as related codes and data were 

rearranged and themed into tree nodes that aligned data patterns according to the research 

questions. NVivo10 coding was used to theme the data to categorize the codes from 

participant’s perspectives in order to structure the participant’s responses within the 

iterative analysis.  

Findings of this study might assist researchers to understand why negative views of 

civilian senior executives that were expressed in some of the responses provided to the 

survey by a number of uniformed general officers continues to persist even when senior 

executives are acknowledged to be social and professional peers of those general officers.  

In similar fashion, the responses provided by senior executives reflect negative experiences 

and perceptions of the way they have been treated by their uniformed counterparts.  As such, 

researchers may be provided with a better understanding of how perceived, as well as 

actual, barriers continue to impede the formation of a common elite group identity that both 

cohorts of the Army’s senior leadership should share.   

Chapter 5 is organized around the themes and patterns that emerged in Chapter 4. 
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Using the NVivo10 software, six themes emerged to support the three Research 

Questions (RQ):  Three themes supported RQ1: (Theme 1) Treat SES’s as Equals; 

(Theme 2) Better Management of the SES Corps; and (Theme 3) Army Senior Leadership 

needs to value what (the) SES Corps does.  Two NVivo10 themes emerged to support 

RQ2: (Theme 4) Public, Congress and GO's don't understand role and capabilities of the 

SES Corps, and (Theme 5) Limit the "surprises" by keeping us informed. One NVivo10 

theme was developed for RQ3, (Theme 6) Focus on critical requirements. 

Two limitations were identified that had the potential of influencing the study 

results. The first limitation included extensive researcher knowledge of both Army senior 

executive and general officer cultural aspects from an insider perspective. To address such 

potential bias and to avoid influencing the data collection and data analysis process with 

this bias, the phenomenological activity of epoche was applied (Cerbone, 2007), which 

required a conscious process to eliminate pre-conceived notions about the behavior of 

both cohorts of the senior leaders being observed. This process was supported by creating 

an NVivo10 research journal that documented researcher unsupported assumptions. The 

primary assumption held by the researcher was that previous experiences dealing with 

civilian counterparts influenced current perceptions by general officers of civilian senior 

executives.  

Likewise, the researcher assumed that a similar correlation of perceptions by 

civilian senior executives of the way their general officer counterparts interacted with 

them would influence their views as to whether they considered themselves to be an elite 

cohort and identified with those aspects which define the concept of being a part of an 

elite group. By recognizing the possibility of internalized bias, the research journal 
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allowed epoche to be reflective in terms of data collected during the conduct of the 

research, allowing categorization of data into meaningful results and findings.   

This second limitation was the realization that a phenomenological study is 

inductive in nature, wherein data gathered from details is aggregated into more general 

constructs in order to describe a phenomenon. This limitation was mitigated by using the 

NVivo10 software to sort data for analysis. The software enabled a more transparent data 

examination process through the journal and memo features, which linked researcher 

analysis and study participant comments directly to unfiltered data. The inductive 

conversion of specific details into broader generalities was accomplished by reducing the 

possibility of researcher bias influencing study results.  

The resulting analysis ensured career experiences encountered prior to assuming 

senior level positions for both civilian senior executives and military general officers 

could be excluded from actual senior leadership self-categorization and group identity 

experiences. The study results point toward an explanation of elite group identification 

among civilian executives that differed extensively from the more collegial behavior that is 

usually observed as a salient feature of interpersonal behavior among uniformed general 

officer experiences (Carey, 2012).  It also revealed the existence of distinctive institutional 

manifestations of exclusivity within both leadership cohorts that reflect patterns of “tribal” 

boundaries. 

Organizational Tribalism Drives Outgroup-Ingroup Identification  

Tajfel (1978) noted that “the establishment of positive distinctiveness,” (p. 83) 

based on the identity of a group in comparison to others is developed through the level of 

identification members of organizations have with specific symbols, status, cultures, and 
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degrees of internal bias that organizations use to bind individuals into exclusive groups. 

Together, these identifiable distinctions provide sub-divisions within larger groups such 

as the elements that divide civilian senior executives and general officers who comprise 

the Army’s senior leadership elite cohort into two specific and identifiable “tribes” –  an 

expression that is used in colloquial terms to describe specific and identifiable sub-groups 

within the US military (Power, 2014).   

Cohort-based tribalism is also manifested in numerous ways in how the researcher 

attempted to explain why such disjunction exists between two similar, yet disparate elite 

leadership groups in the Army.  This phenomenon of senior executives and general 

officers belonging to separate tribes is reflected in the responses provided by participants 

from both the survey vehicles and the interviews.  A central proposition of SIT is that 

differences among group identities create divisions that determine both the composition 

and function of groups (Turner, 2010).   

While group identities are formed by the members of specific groups, an outcome 

of developed identities is the creation of group boundaries which further define the 

difference between the sub-groups into recognizable tribes.  Schein (2004) posits that for 

groups to function and develop, it is important for group members to decide who is 

allowed in as members of the group, as much as who is not allowed in by deciding what 

the inclusionary and exclusionary criteria is.      

Establishing such criteria is the essence of organizational tribalism which every 

group, to include the senior leadership of the Army, exhibits.  Reviewing the responses 

from senior executives that were coded and themed by the NVivo10 software, many 

senior executive participant experiences reflect negative perceptions which translates into 
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a degree of insecurity regarding the validity of their membership as a part of the Army 

senior leadership elite. Taken to a further degree, such negative perceptions and 

comments could lead to some senior executives considering themselves to be an 

outgroup.  Taken to a further level, a portion of the Army’s SES cohort might consider 

their ability to properly function in their positions to be impeded by not being fully 

accepted as peers by their uniformed counterparts which is line with Schein’s (2004) 

acceptance/rejection paradigm.    

Effects of Organizational Tribalism on Civilian and Military 

Seminal literature on leadership styles and attributes discussed the effects of 

cultural differences in organizational settings (Porterfield & Kleiner, 2005). For example, 

GO2 observed, “It’s only been in recent years that we (uniformed military) realized that 

there was a whole team supporting our operations…and they weren’t wearing uniforms.  

The problem was that civilians were invisible to us because they are not in our formations, 

and usually we are not responsible for civilians in terms of what they do and how they do 

it.  We just took it for granted that they are there.  They do their thing and we do ours.”    

Other interviewed participants agreed that even when members of the SES who 

originally had extensive military service, also experienced difficulty in confirming their role as 

a full peer of general officer counterparts unless they were retired flag officers as well.  All 

interview participants as did the survey participants, confirmed the view that developing open 

communications with their professional counterparts and superiors in positive ways early 

on was a critical component in enabling their success as a senior leader in their 

organization regardless of the background they came from, or the cultural tribe they 

identified with, (Huddleston and Boyer, 1996; Power, 2014).     
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Implications and Recommendations for Army Senior Leader Development  

 Create a common executive elite identity.  

 One prescription to overcome the issues identified by Theme 1 could be the 

integration of both newly appointed senior executives and newly promoted general 

officers into the same initial on-boarding programs in order to breakdown existing service 

based biases and create a common executive, elite identity. Executive on-boarding is an 

investment organizations make early on for new newly entered members in order to 

inculcate them in organizational values, history, expectations as well as to meet new 

colleagues and start the organizational bonding process (DiBenedetto, 2005).  Currently, 

it is mandatory for all active duty brigadier (1-star) general officers from all services to 

attend the CAPSTONE course within the first year of their being promoted.   

This course serves the on-boarding purpose for most general or military flag 

officers within their first year in grade where they join 40+/- flag officers from all 

services for a period of 6-7 weeks under the tutelage of several retired 4-star generals in 

order to break down service led biases and build a sense of shared identity together as 

general officers.  This course which is run by the National Defense University out of Fort 

McNair in Washington, DC is in addition to the two week long general officer “charm-

school” that each service runs separately for its newly promoted 1-star officers 

immediately following their promotion to flag rank.    

 Although each service and the Officer of the Secretary of Defense run similar, but 

far shorter courses for members of the SES, they do not provide for the integration of 

newly promoted military and civilian senior leader in such combined learning 

environments in these separate and different courses.  As such, these separate courses 
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tend to reinforce cultural differences and therefore the inherent “tribalism” of the military 

establishment rater than eliminate or reduce it (Moore, 2008).   

 A solution that was suggested by GO1 was “to fully integrate our senior leader 

development training and education and open up CAPSTONE to all newly minted SESs.”   

Although time consuming and very expensive, such integrated on-boarding experiences 

would assist in creating a common senior leader identity that transcends both military 

uniforms and civilian suits. Successful on-boarding programs also provide means that 

protect the investment organizations make in highly talented individuals with the 

anticipation the contribution they will make will return any such investment with long-

term dividends (DiBenedetto, 2005).  Hambrick et al (2005) posits that such investment is 

needed to provide executives the tools needed to filter and interpret ambiguous information 

through previous functional experiences during periods of crisis and time-constrained 

decision making.  

From an upper echelons theory approach, senior executives usually formulate 

strategic guidance in a complex and ambiguous environment using frames of reference 

derived from personal experience, education, as well as civilian and military functional 

backgrounds. To facilitate transitions between organizations, study participants noted that 

they found success in their new organizations by cultivating new peer-level contacts as 

much as with their subordinates in order to create personal leadership credibility (Kouzes 

& Posner, 2007).  

Conceptual models such as Ostrom’s IAD framework (2005) emphasize the 

environment over the individual in organizational performance metrics while strategic 

choice models such as Hambrick and Mason’s (1984) upper echelons theory emphasize 
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the individual as the critical element in  organizational outcomes. Upper echelons theory 

posits that an empirical link exists between organizational outcomes and the personalized 

environmental interpretations made by organizational executives who much make strategic 

choices that will have long-lasting effects.  Similarly, the institutional process of 

developing executives in the Army, especially in regards to uniformed military leaders is 

to rotate them to a variety of duty positions at positions of increasing responsibility in 

order to gain assignment depth and varied experience that will prepare them for future, 

higher positions that are usually for relatively short periods ranging from six to eighteen 

months per assignment (Schwind and Laurence, 2006).  

This is in contrast to private sector civilian senior executives who upon joining a new 

organization in an executive role, are usually expected to stay in position for a minimum of 3 

and more often, six or seven years  (Schwind and Laurence, 2006; Ulmer et al., 2004). The 

Army assignment process for junior general officers therefore produces an environment of 

near constant movement for strategic leaders (as well as for their families) into, and out of 

positions.  This also mirrors the assignment turbulence that is experienced by more junior 

uniformed personnel who usually move to new positions and often, new locations every 18 to 30 

months (Brancato et al., 2004).  

In contrast, most civilians in the GS levels, and to a large extent, members of the 

SES rarely relocate from their initial place of work, although they will frequently change 

job locations within a specific facility or installation depending on the needs of a position.  

For one-star equivalent officers, the average time spent in their assignments are usually 

broken into two 12 to 18 month assignments prior to promotion to major general.  To 

mitigate this constant movement of senior leaders, Brancato et al. (2004) recommended 
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that the leadership, organizational stability, and accountability provided by uniformed 

general officers be maximized by increasing their tenure in positions to a four year 

average for non-developmental duty assignments, and two years for developmental duty 

assignments.  This recommendation then would mirror the basic policy of the Army’s Civilian 

Senior Leadership Office assignment policies that deal with SES moves. In the end, the reality 

is that general officers are replaced in most positions within 18-24 months while their 

senior executive colleagues usually stay put for up to 6 or more years, thereby providing 

the needed continuity within organizations (Ballinger, Schoorman, and Lehman, 2009).  

Senior Executives are part of the Army Senior Leadership ingroup.  

 The phrase Better management of the SES Corps captured senior executive 

participant experiences that reflected frustrations in the way they perceived their career 

management has been handled.  This study also discovered that a gap exists in leadership 

literature specific to federal government senior executives in general and those working in 

the military services in particular populations deserving extensive study. The literature is 

limited in focus to senior executive experiences within singular issues such as gender 

equity, comparative compensation, diversity expansion, and historical development 

(McKinnsey, 2011; Schwind and Laurence, 2006; Wong et al., 2003).  

In contrast, this study approached the issue of group identity development within 

a specific sample population of senior executives based on perceptions of subordinated 

status and outsider experiences in comparison with the perceptions and experiences of 

their military counterparts.  Unlike their general officer contemporaries, Army senior 

executives expressed reservations over whether their professional station or rank was 

either seen or thought of as an elite cohort.  
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These perceptions of subordinated status leads to self-identification as being part 

of an outgroup rather than an ingroup (Tajfel,1974; Butterfield, 2008) , even if positions 

and authorities are analogous to uniformed counterparts as evidenced by statements and 

comments derived from the survey and interview. Studies of similar phenomena in the 

private sector have noted that executives who are products of internal selection processes 

that make them both known and trusted agents within specific organizations often enjoy 

intangible advantages that translate into better treatment and more promising career 

management than individuals who are brought into the organization from other groups 

(Kotter, 1982).    

Such advantages enjoyed by existing members of ingroups stem largely from already 

existing and established positive reputations.  In contrast, individuals arriving from external 

sources have to establish credibility through continual observation by the inside group of how 

well they handle both routine and critical issues (Hollander, 1985; Kotter, 1982). Perceptions 

concerning outsider executive ability are therefore formed by existing organizational 

members “from early interactions with the new leader” (Ballinger, Schoorman, & 

Lehman, 2009, p. 221).  Insider views of the performance and credibility of newly arrived 

executives through such interactions are usually made within the first six months of 

joining the new organization, which also represent periods of turbulence within 

organizations (Manderscheid and Ardichvili, 2007). 

Even though the background, skills, and experience within the sample senior 

executive population provided them the conceptual skills necessary to successfully assume 

their positions within their new organizations, initial difficulties to fit into the established 

“tribal” military dominant culture are usually overcome within 12 months as greater 
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credibility and identification with the new organizations (Hambrick, 2007b; Wong et al., 

2003).  Becoming a part of a group, though seemingly simple, is actually a complex 

sociological process.  Reitz (1987) summarized group formation as a process that occurs 

when two or more individuals (a) interact with one another face-to-face, (b) share some 

common ideology, and (c) perceive their relationship as something special, and therefore 

should be sustained.  

In contrast to simple interpersonal relationships, group behavior is characterized 

by the presence or absence of at least two clearly identifiable social categories, as well as 

a low or high variability between persons within each group in their attitudes or behavior 

towards each other, and a low or high variability in one person’s attitudes and behavior 

towards other groups and its members (Brown, 2000).  Tajfel in his numerous studies 

dealing with groups and group behaviour (1974, 1978, 1986, etc) argued that all social 

behavior lies on a continuum where at one end individual interactions with others is 

determined by group membership, identification, and intergroup relations, and at the 

other end, behavior that is conditioned and influences through group behavior. As this 

study centers on the level of identification members of the Army SES consider themselves 

to be part of the senior leadership elite of the Army, the survey findings revealed, that 

depending on the organization and position, a degree of outsiderness exists among certain 

senior executive subgroups.  

One of the shortcomings of earlier leadership research focusing on senior 

executive identity formation was that it concentrated on non-phenomenological methods 

to describe group behavior through the use of quantitative measurement means to prove 

validity rather than normative behavioral constructs (Priem et al., 1999). This over-
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reliance on quantitative measurement reliability prompted other researchers to suggest that 

alternative executive experiences, such as military service or nonprofit leadership, should 

be an area of study through phenomenological means in that direct research based 

interaction with executive populations would provide greater validity to findings through lived 

experiences (Carpenter et al., 2004).  Better management of Army senior executives therefore 

presupposes that a structure exits that already manages their career development and talent 

milestones.   

Such an organization exists which accomplishes both short through the Army Civilian 

Senior Leader Management Office (CSLMO) within the Office of the Assistant Secretary of 

the Army for Manpower and Reserve Affairs (ASA (MRA)).  As mentioned in Chapter 1 of 

this study, general officers have their career and professional development requirements 

handled through the Army General Officer Management Office (GOMO) which works in 

parallel fashion with CSLMO, but are not tied together in any way.  One of the simplest ways 

Army senior executives can keep pace with their general officer counterparts is to consider 

placing both CSLMO and GOMO together under one Senior Leader Management Office so 

that both uniformed and civilian senior leaders can be kept aware of upcoming key 

assignments and career development paths for both cohorts.   

Such an arrangement could effectively break down, or at least create informational 

portals that will reduce the incidence of cultural tribalism that still separates these two senior 

leader groups within the Army.  Key to accomplishing this is the designation of in the least, 

the Undersecretary of the Army serve as the high-level Army wide champion for SES 

members that in clear and unambiguous terms that will be the parallel advocate for senior 

executives as the CSA and Vice CSA serve as the Champion and advocate for Army general 
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officers. Gaining buy-in from Senior Army Leadership for fusing senior executive and 

general officer career opportunities through further research that will examine second and 

third order effects will fill a perceived gap in the existing executive leadership literature. 

 Demonstrate greater recognition for Army senior executives.   

 The NVivo10 theme Army Senior Leadership needs to value what the SES Corps 

does was the most dominant and recurring message that was communicated by senior 

executive respondents to the survey that provided much of the data for this study.  In recent 

years, through a number of initiatives launched by the Office of the Assistant Secretary of 

Defense for Manpower and Reserve Affairs has sought to capture the desires, perceptions, 

and motivations of the Army’s 277 senior executives.  One of the most important programs 

that has been instituted involves a formalized feedback process that seeks to expose senior 

executives to views of their performance from all sides through tools such as the 360 

degree evaluation which is modeled on similar programs that have been afforded to senior 

level military leaders (HRC, 2014).  Feedback from these 360 degree evaluations serve to 

provide performance and professional character feedback not only from peers, but from 

subordinates and superiors as well. Such programs are useful, but thus far, only a small 

number of Army senior executives have been able to partake in it.   

The main reason for the small number of senior executives who have been able to 

participate in such 360 degree feedback programs is the cost which according to OPM runs 

about $3,200 per individual since the survey processing part and follow-up requires the 

individual to receive counseling from a professionally certified leadership coach who work 

on contract to interact with the 360 degree participant.  Another draw-back is that it is tie 

intensive, and time is valuable and irreplaceable commodity for senior leaders.  Lastly, there 
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is a natural resistance on the part of senior leaders to elicit feedback from peers and 

especially subordinates since the comments and evaluations provided from those sources 

might be uncomfortable to the receiving senior executive – especially if the feedback 

conflict with the image the senior executive has of themselves.  De Stobbeleir, Ashford, & 

Buyens (2011) noted that subordinates usually are not encouraged or given authority to 

provide feedback on their superiors unless their superiors actively request such feedback. In 

recent years researchers have noted that feedback data from senior leaders undergoing 

transition to new or different assignments period has been an area that has been under 

examined leadership literature (Manderscheid & Ardichvili, 2007). 

Encouraging an active feedback-seeking environment is a means by which senior 

executives can gain insights to their strengths and weaknesses in ways that can be tolerated by 

the executive. Early researchers in the field of organizational such as Hollander (1958) 

and Bass (1965) identified access barriers to senior executives because they received little 

feedback from peers and superiors.  As experienced by the responses of the senior 

executive responses provided in the survey, a proportion of the sample do not believe they 

have had open opportunities to be provided feedback so they can identify and as necessary, 

modify behavior during the initial phase of their being admitted into the senior executive 

cohort. In the end, perceptions concerning outsider senior executive abilities will be 

formed by existing organizational members through “early interactions with the new 

leader” (Ballinger, Schoorman, & Lehman, 2009, p. 221) within the first six months of 

the transition period (Manderscheid & Ardichvili, 2007). It is critical then, that their 

general officer counterparts and superiors fully accept and promote them as valued and 

empowered members of the senior leader bench of the organization they are joining.   
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Reinforce the visibility and authority given to senior executives.  

 Stetts and Burke (2000) noted that the several individual-group identity models 

represented by Tajfel’s (1978) Social Identity Theory (SIT) and its follow-on and at times 

competing Identity Theory (IT) posited by Hogg (1995, 2005) and Turner’s (1987) Self 

Categorization Theory (SCT) are significantly linked in that they rely on the activation of 

identities based on individuals placing themselves into categories, groups and roles 

within the organizations they are members of.  Stetts and Burke (2000) further identifies 

cognitive processes as another area that joins these theories together.  In the case of SIT 

which involves depersonalization, and self-verification in IT and SCT. 

Additionally, these identity based theories rely on motivational processes that 

include levels of self-esteem for SIT and self-efficacy for IT.  This short overview of 

these theories is relevant when considering how to attain appropriate levels of visibility 

and authority that allow civilian senior executives to be accepted as peers of their 

uniformed general officer counterparts.   

The cognitive and motivational aspects of civilian senior executives developing 

an elite group identity and identification within the requirements of being part of the 

senior leadership elite of the Army is reflected in a number of statements made during 

several interviews.  SES-01 discussed the importance of being “recognized as both a 

decision giver and decision protector” in the eyes of subordinates.  This interviewee also 

noted that the role of senior executives should be seen as the bringing “stability and 

certainty to the workplace so my workforce can concentrate on their job and not pay cuts, 

budget cuts, benefit cuts, job cuts, etc., etc., etc.” This viewpoint is consistent with 

Hambrick and Mason’s (1984) Upper Echelon Theory (UET) which posits an 
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organization’s senior managers significantly influence their organizations identity.   

UET also argues that an organizations senior tier of leaders direct outcomes by 

the choices they make, which in turn are affected by the individual characteristics and 

identities those senior leaders project (Nishii et al., 2007, Hambrick, 2007).  As UET 

attributes the performance outcomes of organizations to the characteristics of its 

leadership teams (which in Tajfel’s terms equates to the organizational elite) who drive 

the strategic behavior of organizations based on the cognitive and behavioral diversity of 

its managerial teams (Hambrick, 2007).  

In terms of applying UET’s underlying assumptions to the nexus which guide 

individual and group relationships between civilian senior executives and general 

officers, SES-01 commented that senior executives should be put “in direct control of 

programs and policies rather than, on the whole, consigning us to roles as deputies with 

limited authority or as merely symbolic positions that serve as continuity between GOs 

without authority.”  Comments such as these serve as examples of  the cognitive 

processes through which senior executives filter information and interpret their 

professional environment based on personal biases that include the limitations of 

functional qualifications and background, constraints on authority and decision making, 

previous professional experiences, personal values, and leadership tier personalities 

(Hambrick, 2007).  

Based on Ulmer et al. (2004) review of the selection processes for Army general 

officers concluded that were weighted toward career experiences and does not include 

assessment of the interpersonal or behavioral skills required to optimize technical 

competencies in a strategic leadership setting.  This is an important consideration in terms 
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of the views and career experiences provided by those general officers who participated in 

this study in relation to their civilian senior executive counterparts. It should be noted that 

the promotion selection process for Army general officer’s is as consistent with an UET 

perspective as is the selection criteria and process for civilian senior executives. For 

general officers, promotion selection board members evaluate both past military 

experience and performance as predictors for future leadership behavior and success 

(Finkelstein et al., 2009; Hambrick & Mason, 1984).  

Demographic centered senior leader selection processes usually excludes methods 

that directly evaluate interpersonal skills in a whole-person concept. However, numerous 

studies and empirical research have contended interpersonal skills are required for both 

general officers and civilian senior executives in equal measure due to the necessity for 

executive consensus building in ambiguous strategic environments (Wong et al., 2003).   

Whether civilian or uniformed, senior leaders must make strategic decisions in complex 

and uncertain environments.   

There is still much research to be done in exploring how the senior leadership 

cohorts of the U.S. military make decisions and are influenced by sociological factors.  

Both the IAD framework or UET are starting points for such research to be accomplished 

in order to analyze how such decisions are made, based upon frames of reference resulting 

from previous (analogous) experiences, education, and functional expertise (Finkelstein et 

al., 2009).  

In this respect, little separates the way general officers and civilian senior 

executives arrive at critical decisions.  Given this world view, general officers and senior 

executives should be largely interchangeable in terms of being able to lead and strategically 
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direct large organizations in ways that necessitates their being given equal levels of 

authority and the required visibility they should receive and have. 

Focus on critical requirements.       

 The NVivo10 provided theme Focus on critical requirements was expressed by 

SES-4 who stated: “the solution is to merge SECARMY's and CSA's Priorities into ONE 

set of Army Priorities.  Reduce layers and meeting requirements that keep decision 

makers away at meetings and then expect them to make decision and perform oversight 

of their areas of responsibilities.”   Many of the comments received from both the survey 

and the interviews reflected this sense of frustration with senior leaders being stretched to 

absorb tremendous amounts of information, recall it as required, and then make informed 

decisions that have wide ranging policy implications.   

The outcome of such information and priority overloads is that senior executives 

and general officers are equally forced to choose between limited choices which arise 

from what they see is a lack of clearly defined objectives.  This in turn leads decision 

makers at times to fail to guide their organization’s members toward a semblance of 

planned change in order to mitigate and alleviate anxieties that too often capture and 

permeate the lower levels of an organization (Diamond, 1993).  With multiple-identity 

organizations such as those found that have both military and civilians as their members, 

complex and at times conflicted identities occur.   

In such cases studies have suggested that those leaders who understand individual 

and group-identity dynamics are more successful in developing a cohesive and accepted 

vision that enables organizational success (Burke, 2008).  Organizations that are mission 

focused on critical tasks should also have the capability to adapt to change quickly.  If the 
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basic tenant of UET holds true, the senior leader or leaders of successful organizations 

will also be adept at being both mission focused and display strategic agility.   

A particularly in-depth comment provided as a response through the survey by a 

senior executive provides an interesting insight for this critical issue focus: “On a 

frequent basis, it seems we do things that don’t make sense, but the “bureaucracy” 

perpetuates a stranglehold on doing things like training in a one-size fits all fashion.  As a 

senior leader, it would be nice to have the Army act as if civilians are worthy of tailored 

training to better prepare them to support the broad and diverse needs of the Army and 

DOD.  I recently read a report that indicated many Army leaders demonstrated unethical 

behavior by rationalizing pencil whipping training and other reports when they are 

problematic ... the Army needs to ask if they are really asking leaders, soldiers and 

civilians to do the right things and not waste time as if it were an unlimited resource.”   

This same senior executive went on to provide a critical appreciation of where 

structural improvements need to be made:  “It seems we substitute activity for real 

substance when it comes to effectiveness and that would be something that could be 

addressed.  Also, I work in a joint position where as an Army SES I see all the Services at 

work and the Air Force and Navy tend to produce civilians that can think and act across a 

wide-breadth of issued from strategic to tactical.  However, the Army seems to produce 

civilians that are mostly tactical thinkers, they are good technicians but they don’t have 

the ability to extend themselves to see multiple perspectives, develop a solution through 

critical thinking or value an enterprise approach to solving problems that acknowledges it 

“may not be all about you;” and that comes across in their actions, how they 

communicate and develop relationships with others.”  This viewpoint expresses a lived 
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experience that reflects both existing frustration as well as hope that corrections can be 

made since shortcomings are identified and (presumably) can be fixed.  

Although this study has focused on how members of the Army SES can be fully 

accepted and operates as interchangeable members of the senior leadership elite of the 

Army, there is an argument to be made for them to preserve a sense of outsiderness for 

the sake of being agents of change.  Karaevli (2007) and other researchers have noted that 

outsider executives (those that enter as newly-arrived members) are viewed as change-

agents because they do not have the reinforced over time commitment to the 

organizational status quo. Within the private sector, outsider executives are deliberately 

sought by both successful and declining firms because of the external perspectives and 

experiences, skills and knowledge they bring with them that is usually lacking within the 

existing senior management of various companies and organizations. It is these newcomers – 

coming in to organizations as deliberately recruited outsiders who are more easily able to 

undertake and manage what are usually painful changes (Hambrick, 2007; Wong et al., 

2003).  

Within military organizations, leader development and capacity is assumed and 

expected to be a product of career experience, however much of the literature that centers 

on executive leadership experiences is focused on private sector, business-oriented 

prescriptions and does not contain detailed information concerning how public sector, and 

in particular, military executives are expected to gain executive leadership experience 

(Schwind and Laurence, 2006; Ulmer et al., 2004).  
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Figure 5.1: Word Cloud Analysis Tag.  This word cloud was created by NVivo10 Software.  The 
word cloud displays the keyword metadata generated by analyzing the various comments 
provided by SES respondents to the on-line, web-based survey instrument of this study. Although 
qualitatively general in nature, the size of the font a tag in a tag cloud is determined by its 
incidence.  The display and prominence of a particular word (such as “SES”) corresponds to the 
number of entries that are assigned to a category. The larger the font, and the more prominent the 
word or term, the greater the frequency and importance placed on it by within the respondents 
comments provided by the survey. The less frequent the word or term used, the smaller the font.  
The Nvivo10 algorithm that generates this word cloud indexes items per descriptor and is usually 
distributed according to a power law which is a is a functional relationship between two 
quantities, wherein a relative change in one quantity results in a proportional relative change in 
the other quantity, independent of the initial size of those quantities (Andriani and McKelvey, 
2007). 
 
 

                       Implications for Senior Executive Leadership Paradigms 

Three major leadership implications emerged from the themed data of this study. 

First, even though senior executives share similar social, educational and professional 

backgrounds with their general officer counterparts, their different lived experiences both 

before and after they assumed their senior leadership positions, leads them to take a 
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significantly different approach to handling policies and practices that affect the Army as 

a whole. Second, conflicting views remain between how civilian senior executives and 

general officers view the roles, responsibilities, and levels of authority SES members 

should have. Third, members of the SES perceive they lack a senior level champion 

within the Army Secretariat that serves to further their professional and personal interests 

as an elite group.  Although, these three leadership implications have separate causes and 

outcomes, they are linked to one another which assume compound consequences, most of 

which are negative. 

A major leadership implication is that general officers many times do not perceive 

the SES member who works for, and beside them as their peer, leading the senior 

executive to find their own way in terms of executing their duties and responsibilities. As 

noted by the comments made by a significant number of senior executives in the survey 

that were captured and themed by the NVivo10 software, perceptions of feeling 

professionally isolated exist vis-à-vis the working relationships some senior executives 

experience with their general officer superiors and counterparts.  That these perceptions 

are not noticed by general officers is just as troubling.   

A number of contemporary organizational leadership studies suggest that the greater 

the involvement of a senior supervisor or sponsor in welcoming a new senior executive into 

an organization, the shorter the period of getting acclimated and accepted into that 

organization on the part of the newly arrived senior executive is, adding to their credibility 

and ultimately, the military executive’s (and the organization’s) effectiveness (Jones, 2003). 

The implications noted in this study fit within the research questions that grounded the 

research conducted. The research concluded that although most civilian senior executives 
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do consider themselves to be a part of the senior leadership elite of the Army, a more 

ambivalent and nuanced sense of their being a part of that leadership elite is held by 

general officers.   

As reflected by the executive leadership literature, and the results of the survey 

prepared for this study, bringing civilian senior executives into organizations that previously 

had only uniformed senior leadership is analogous to leadership transitions in the private 

sector where hiring outsider executives who have industry experience but lack firm-

specific knowledge usually benefits the new firms they go to work for (Schein, 2004). 

Additionally, given the fact that general officers rarely stay in positions for longer than 

18-24 months at the 1 and 2-star level and never beyond even 36 months at the 3-star 

level, members of the SES once assigned to an organization will usually stay on the 

average 4 to 5 years or longer in position, allowing them to gain not only organizational 

and functional expertise, but providing historical memory, mission continuity, and 

leadership stability to the organization.   

This long-term alignment of senior leader talent and expertise that is embedded in 

organizations throughout the Army on a global basis is a unique value added that offsets 

the transitory nature of general officer assignment to Army headquarter elements and 

organizations that Brancato et al. (2008) noted  causes executive leadership turbulence in 

the Army. 

             Recommendations for Further Research 

Organizational Tribalism as a Phenomenon 

Although this phenomenological study examined a number of the causes and 

effects of what has been termed organizational tribalism, the research conducted could not 
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fully analyze the full extent of this phenomenon within various segments and components 

of the Army, let alone the wider national defense establishment.  Future research would 

profit from examining more closely what Schein (2004) and others observed is the 

perception of who is in a group and who is out, and which inclusionary criterion is used 

to allow entre by new members. As groups develop their identities and add new 

members, the main criterion in recruitment of members is “want[ing] someone who will 

fit in”—in other words, the identity of the group is partially defined by the careful 

recruitment of members (Schein, 2004, p.117).   Once admitted, individuals develop a 

sense of identity and loyalty from inclusion in the group.   

Research that centers on testing the proposition that identification of individuals 

with specific groups and organizations directly influence group identities will bring 

greater understanding to whether individuals create the identity of a group, or conversely, 

the expectations of individuals to conform to group norms once they are admitted 

produces a change in the individual that mirrors the group identity. It follows then, that as 

groups form distinct identities, individual identities within them change depending on the 

status of the group as well as their status within the group (Burke, 2008).  

Ingroup bias correlates to the level of status and further develops what can be seen 

from the outside as the group identity. Groups become stronger or weaker, depending on 

status level, based on their ability to shape their ingroup and clearly identify their 

outgroup. Individuals who do not conform to the new identity may cease to exist in the 

new group.49  As a group further develops its identity and formal design, it creates goals 

for itself and may grow into the next level of social unit—an organization. As groups 

develop into organizations, they change significantly and so do their identities.  



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             210 
 

According to Reitz (1987), whereas groups consist of two or more people with a few 

general characteristics, organizations are social units that have been deliberately designed 

to achieve specific goals. As organizations are more formally arranged than groups and 

develop defined goals that seek definable and visible outcomes.  In order to reach those 

goals, groups seek stability and internal validity by establishing and enforcing criterion 

for membership, creating a shared history, and providing consistency as means of 

reinforcing organizational identity (Schein, 2004).   

If civilian senior executives are seen as outsiders within uniformed military led 

organizations, internal validating mechanisms within the organization needs to invite and 

accept the new executive as part of its identity and a part of the tribe.  Reitz (1987) 

observes that a key attribute of organizational identity is that it strengthens both the 

organizations and the individuals who identify with it to a point that members not only 

develop, but externally exhibit the shared identity and purpose of the organization. Once 

such organizational acceptance is achieved, senior executives will be able to make use of 

what one SES respondent termed “the state of being empowered with real decision 

making authority”. 

Federal Government Senior Executive Population Research  

A gap exists in leadership literature specific to federal government senior 

executives and in particular those serving within the Department of Defense, as a study 

population. The literature is limited in focus to performance related studies rather than 

issues that explore the degree of influence and authority they exert over the formulation and 

execution of government policy. Given the authority and influence they have, they are still a 

largely invisible elite that the general public knows little about, and understands even less.  
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Yet, this small set of approximately 6,000 individuals who serve at the pinnacle of power over 

the federal government’s workforce of several million workers is the elite group that the 

United States will continue to rely upon to carry out both the routine and critical elements 

of public service that provides continuance of governance.  

Realizing that an examination of the wider SES and the way they are categorized 

as an elite would be too wide ranging for the purposes of this study, the research 

conducted for this inquiry focused on how senior executives within the US Army see 

themselves as being part of the larger senior leadership elite of the Army in equal measure to 

their general officer counterparts. As a research instrument, this study of group dynamics, 

identity, and organizational interaction between senior executives and general officers 

could increase understanding of how to better develop strategic leadership competencies 

in ways that fill capability gaps in the higher level headquarters of the major organizations 

that comprise the Total Army (Weafer, 2001).  

                                      Summary and Conclusions 

Chapter 5 detailed the conclusions, implications, and recommendations for future 

study for both executive level leaders and researchers within the field of organizational 

leadership to consider. Chapter 5  also reviewed the purpose of this phenomenological 

study which was to determine whether members of the US Army civilian senior executives 

identify themselves as a cohesive elite cohort comparable to their general officer counterparts 

they routinely work for, along-side, or in some cases, over.  The phenomenological design 

of the study made use of Ostrom’s (2005) IAD framework and Tajfel and Turner’s (1978, 

1987) SIT model as a means to categorize the level of identification and organizational 

commitment both leadership cohorts exhibit.       
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 The nature of the study partially limited, but do not exclude the ability to generalize 

the findings since the respondent leadership experience themes that were synthesized 

during data analysis appeared to resonate “ with the experiences of others who have lived 

the phenomenon under examination” (Majcher & Daniluk, 2009, p. 65).  The findings of 

the study added to the literature centering on executive leader experiences within the 

context of elite identity formation and organizational categorization.  Additionally, it 

examined the relationships between two complementary and parallel elite identities that 

exist within the senior leadership structure of the US Army - one, the civilian senior 

executives and the other, the uniformed gene5ral officers with whom they work with and 

often for. The study revealed core themes and patterns indicating considerable 

differences remain in the way Army civilian senior executives perceive both the nature of 

their work and their roles in contrast to that of their General Officers counterparts.   

From these findings, three conclusions emerged from the data provided by the 

survey.  First, significant worldview differences exist even when members of both 

civilian and uniformed senior leader cohorts share similar social backgrounds and 

professional development experiences. Second, conflicting positions remain between how 

senior civilians and military leaders view the roles, responsibilities, and levels of 

authority of SES members should have. Third, members of the SES perceive they lack a 

senior level champion within the Army Secretariat that serves to further their professional 

and personal interests as an elite group.  

As one senior executive (SES-02) noted during a meeting the researcher was a 

participant in during the research phase of this study, “a leader is most effective when they 

can correct negative perceptions and the harmful behavior when it happens, as much as 
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they are able to reward positive perceptions and the constructive behavior it brings about.” 

As this study has revealed, there is evidence that both forms of behavior – positive and 

negative – surrounds  the perceptions of civilian senior executives and general officers 

within the leadership cohort of the US Army. The true validity and worth of this study will 

be if senior executives and general officers realize they are not only on the same team and 

occupy the same leadership bench, but are members of the same tribe. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             214 
 

REFERENCES 
 
Adams, J.S. (1965). Inequity in social exchange. Advances in Experimental Social 

Psychology, 62: 335-343.   

Allen, E. and Seaman, C. (2007).  Likert Scales and Data Analyses. Quality Progress 

2007, 64-65. Retrieved from http://asq.org/quality-

progress/2007/07/statistics/likert-scales-and-data-analyses.html  

American Educational Research Association, American Psychological Association, and 

National Council on Measurement in Education (1999). Standards for educational 

and psychological testing. Washington, DC: American Educational Research 

Association. 

Anderson, D. (2011). Organization development: the process of leading organizational 

change, (2nd ed.) Thousand Oakes, California: Sage Publications, Inc.  

Andriani, P., and McKelvey, B. (2007). Beyond Gaussian averages: redirecting 

international business and management research toward extreme events and 

power laws. Journal of International Business Studies, 38(7), 1212–1230.  

Association of the United States Army (AUSA). 2014-2015 Green Book, Army 

Magazine. 

Axelrod, R. (1997). The complexity of cooperation: agent-based models of competition 

and collaboration. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 

Ballinger, G., Schoorman, F., and Lehman, D. (2009). Will you trust your new boss? the 

role of affective reactions to leadership succession. The Leadership Quarterly, 20, 

219-232 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             215 
 

Bardach, E. (2012). A practical guide for policy analysis: the eightfold path to more 

effective problem solving (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, California: CQ Press. 

Bass, B.M. (2007). Executive and strategic leadership. International Journal of Business, 

12 (1): 33-52. 

Bauer, T.N., and Erdogan., B. (2011). Organizational socialization: The effective 

onboarding of new employees. In S. Zedeck (ed.), APA handbook of industrial 

and organizational psychology, Vol 3: Maintaining, expanding, and contracting 

the organization, APA Handbooks in Psychology (p. 51–64). Washington, DC,   

and deal rlier  problems and future challenges, European Journal of Social 

Psychology 29:634-667 

Bazeley, P. (2009). Qualitative data analysis with NVivo. Thousand Oaks, California: 

Sage Publications. 

Bennis, W.G. (2000). Managing the dream: Reflections on leadership and change. 

Cambridge, Massachusetts: Perseus Press. 

Berger, A. (2010). Sociological Research Methods and Techniques.  Retrieved from: 

http://faculty.ccc.edu/aberger/201.04%20Sociological%20Research%20Methods  

Blass, F., & Ferris, G. (2007). Leader reputation: The role of mentoring, political skill, 

contextual learning and adaptation. Human Resource Management, 46(1), 5-19. 

Boehm, C. (1999). Hierarchy in the forest: The evolution of egalitarian behavior. 

Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press. 

Bolman, L.G. and Deal, T.E. (2008). Reframing organizations: Artistry, choice, and 

leadership (4th ed.). San Francisco, California: Jossey-Bass. 

Bottomore, T. (1993) Elites and Society (2nd Edition). London: Routledge.   



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             216 
 

Brancato, K., Harrell, M., Schirmer, P., and Thie, H. (2004). Aligning the stars: 

Improvements to general and flag officer management (Prepared for the Office of 

the Secretary of Defense). Santa Monica, California: Rand Corporation. 

Brown, R. (2000). Social identity theory: past achievements, current problems and future 

challenges, European Journal of Social Psychology 29:634-667 

Brown, R. and Zagefka H. (2006). Choice of comparisons in intergroup settings: the role 

of temporal information and comparison motives, European Journal of Social 

Psychology 36:649-671 

Buckley, H.A., et al. (1976).  A study of organizational leadership. Harrisburg, 

Pennsylvania:  Stackpole Books. 

Bullis, C. and Reed, G. (2003).  Assessing leaders to establish and maintain positive 

command climate, A Report to the Secretary of the Army (February 2003). 

Retrieved from http://usacac.army.mil/cac2/CGSC/dcl/DrRick.pdf  

Burke, W.W. (2008). Organization change: theory and practice, 2d ed., Thousand 

Oakes, California: Sage Publications, Inc. 

Burnham, J. (1960)  The managerial revolution. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 

Burns, J.M. (1978).  Leadership. New York, New York: Harper and Row. 

BusinessDictionary.com (2015) Online Business dictionary.  Retrieved from 

http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/champion.html 

Butterfield, S. (2008).  On-boarding coaching. Leadership Excellence, 25(3): 14. 

Cameron, K.S., and Quinn, R.E. (1999).  Diagnosing and changing organizational 

culture. Reading, Massachusetts: Addison-Wesley  



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             217 
 

Carey, M.P., (2012). The senior executive service: background and options for reform. 

Congressional Research Service. 

Carpenter, M.A., Geletkanycz, M. A., and Sanders, W.G. (2004) Upper Echelons 

Research Revisited: Antecedents, Elements, and Consequences of Top 

Management Team Composition. Journal of Management. 30-6: 749-778. 

Castano, E., Yzerbyt, V., Bourguignon, D., and Seron E. (2002). Who may enter? The 

impact of in-group identification on in-group/out-group categorization. Journal of 

Experimental Social Psychology. 38: 315-322. 

Cerbone, D. (2007). Understanding phenomenology. Stocksfield, Great Britain: Acumen. 

Chingos, P.Y. (2002).  Paying for performance: a guide to compensation management, 

2nd Ed. New York, New York: John Wiley and Sons. 

Chu, D. and Eanes, J. (2008).  The trajectory of personnel costs in the department of 

defense.  Washington, D.C.: Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel 

and Readiness. 

Clecak, P. (1973).  Radical paradoxes: dilemmas of the American left: 1945-1945. New 

York, New York: Harper and Row.  

Creswell, J.W. (2003).  Research design: qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods 

approaches. Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications. 

Creswell, J.W. (2005).  Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating 

quantitative and qualitative research (2nd ed.). Upper Saddle River, New Jersey: 

Pearson. 

Creswell, J.W. (2007).  Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among five 

approaches (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications. 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             218 
 

Creswell, J.W. (2009).  Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications. 

Creswell, J.W., and Miller, D.L. (2000). Determining validity in qualitative inquiry. 

Theory into Practice. 39(3): 124-131. 

Creswell, J.W., Shope, R., Clark, V.L., and Green, D. O. (2006). How interpretive 

qualitative research extends mixed research. Research in the Schools, 13(1), 1-12. 

Dahl, R.A. (1969).  Who governs: democracy and power in an American city. New 

Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press. 

Danby, P. (2007). The way of the warrior. Business Strategy Review, 18(3), 61-64. 

Defense Equal Opportunity Management Institute (2014). Annual Civilian Workforce 

Survey, 2014 (DEOMI-ACWS, 2014).  

Denzin, N.K. (1989). Interpretive interactionism.. Newbury Park, California: Sage 

Publications.  

Denzin, N.K, and Lincoln, Y. (2008). Collecting and interpreting qualitative materials 

(3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications.  

Department of Defense (2006). Charter for Developing 21st Century Senior Executive 

Leaders.  Arlington, Virginia: Office of the Secretary of Defense 

De Stobbeleir, K., Ashford, S., and Buyens, D. (2011).  Self-regulation of creativity at 

work: the role of feedback-seeking behavior in creative performance. Academy of 

Management Journal, 54(4), 811-831. 

Diamond, M.A. (1993). The unconscious. life of organizations: interpreting 

organizational. identity. Quorum Books.  

DiBenedetto, J. (2005). Leader on-boarding. Leadership Excellence, 22(11), 17-18. 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             219 
 

Di Genio, J. (2002) The toxic boss. The Armed Forces Comptroller. 47 (1)  

Dion, K.L. (1979). Intergroup conflict and intra-group cohesiveness. In W.G. Austin and 

S. Worchel (editors), The social psychology of intergroup relations; (211-224). 

Monterey, California: Brooks/Cole. 

Dolan, J. (2000). Influencing policy at the top of the federal bureaucracy: A comparison 

of career and political senior executives. Public Administration Review, 60(6) 573-

562.   

Domhoff, G.W. (1983). Who rules America now? A view for the ‘80’s. New York, New 

York: Prentice Hall, Inc.  

Domhoff, G.W. (2005). Theories of Power: Alternative Theoretical Views.  Retrieved, 

from http://www2.ucsc.edu/whorulesamerica/theory/alternative_theories.html  

Domhoff, G.W. (2012). The class-domination theory of power.  Retrieved, 30 June 2015 

from http://www2.ucsc.edu/whorulesamerica/power/class_domination.html  

Downs, A. (1967). Inside bureaucracy. New York: Scott Foresman & Co. 

Dutton, J.E., Dukerich, J.M., and Harquail C.V. (1994). Organizational images and 

member identification. Administrative Science Quarterly. 39 (2): 239-263  

Dye, T.R. (2000) Top down policymaking. New York: Chatham House Publishers.  

Eisner, E.W. (1998). The enlightened eye: qualitative inquiry and the enhancement of 

educational practice. Upper Saddle River: Prentice Hall. 

Eisner, E.W. and Peshkin, A. (1990). Qualitative inquiry in education: the continuing 

debate. New York: Teacher’s College Press. 

Elle, S.A., (2012). Strategic Research Project: Breaking the toxic leadership paradigm in 

the U.S. Army.  Carlisle, Pennsylvania: U.S. Army War College. 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             220 
 

Emerson, R.M. (1976). Social exchange theory. Annual Review of Sociology 2: 335. 

Erlandson, D.A., Harris, E.L., Skipper, B.L., & Allen, S.D. (1993). Doing naturalistic 

inquiry:a guide to methods. Newbury Park: Sage. 

Fabrigar, L.R., and Krosnick, J. A. (1995).  Attitude measurement and questionnaire 

design. In A.S.R. Manstead & M. Hewstone (Eds.), Blackwell encyclopedia of 

social psychology. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers (42-47). Retrieved, 30 June 2015 

from https://pprg.stanford.edu/wp-content/uploads/1995-Attitude-measurement-

and-questionnaire-design.pdf 

Fereday, J., and Muir-Cochrane, E. (2006). Demonstrating rigor using thematic analysis: A 

hybrid approach of inductive and deductive coding and theme development. 

International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 5(1), 1-11. 

Finkelstein, S. and Peteraf, M. (2007). Managerial activities: a missing link in managerial 

discretion theory. Strategic Organization, 5, 237-248. 

Finkelstein, S., Hambrick, D., and Cannella, A. (2009). Strategic leadership: theory and 

research on executives, top management teams, and boards. New York, New 

York: Oxford University Press. 

Freese, L. and Burke, P.J. (1994). Persons, identities and social interactions. In B. 

Markovsky, K. Heimer and J. O’Brien (editors), Advances in group processes (1-

24). Greenwich, Connecticut:  JAI Press, Inc. 

Galbraith, J.K. (1958, 4th ed., 1985). The affluent society. New York, New York: 

Penguin Books USA, Inc. 

Gall, M.D., Gall, J.P., and Borg, W.R. (2003). Educational research: An introduction 

(7th ed.). Boston, Massachusetts: Allyn and Bacon. 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             221 
 

Garza, G. (2007). Varieties of phenomenological research at the University of Dallas: An 

emerging typology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 4, 313-342. 

Geisinger, A. (2004). A group identity theory of social norms and its implications. Tulane 

Law Review, 78 (3): 605-652.  

General Accounting Office (GAO).  2003 (April). Defense transformation: preliminary 

observations on dod’s proposed civilian personnel reforms. General Accounting 

Office Report: GAO-03-717T. Washington, DC. 

General Accounting Office (GAO).  2004 (June). DOD civilian personnel: comprehensive 

strategic workforce plans needed. General Accounting Office Report: GAO-04-

753. Washington, DC. 

General Accounting Office (GAO).  1990 (April). Senior executive service: reasons the 

candidate development program has not produced more SES appointees. General 

Accounting Office Report: GAO-90-88-47. Washington, DC  

Giorgi, A. (2006). Concerning variations in the application of the phenomenological 

method. The Humanistic Psychologist, 34, 305-319. 

Given, L.M. (2008). The Sage encyclopedia of qualitative research methods. Los 

Angeles, California: Sage Publications. 

Glesne, C. (1999). Becoming qualitative researchers: An introduction (2nd ed.). New 

York, New York: Addison Wesley.  

Goble, E. and Yin, Y. (2014) Introduction to hermeneutic phenomenology: A research 

methodology best learned by doing it. Retrieved from 

https://iiqm.wordpress.com/2014/10/16/introduction-to-hermeneutic-

phenomenology-a-research-methodology-best-learned-by-doing-it 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             222 
 

Goulding, C. (2002). Grounded theory: A practical guide for management, business and 

market research. Thousand Oaks, California: Sage. 

Gruber, A. (2003). “Defense Needs One Department wide Personnel Strategy, Report 

Says.” Government Executive, April 7, 2003.  Retrieved from  

www.govexec.com/story_page.cfm?articleid=25309&  

Guba, E. G., and Lincoln, Y. S. (1989). Fourth generation evaluation. Newbury Park, 

California: Sage Publications. 

Hackman, M. and Johnson, C. (2009). Leadership: a communication perspective. Long 

Grove, Illinois: Waveland Press. 

Hambrick, D. (2007). Upper echelons theory: An update. Academy of Management 

Review, 32, 334-343. 

Hambrick, D.C. and Mason, P.A. (1984). Upper echelons: the organization as a reflection 

of its top managers. The Academy of Management Review Vol. 9, No. 2 (Apr., 

1984), pp. 193-206 

Hambrick, D., Finkelstein, S., & Mooney, A. (2005). Executive job demands: New 

insights for explaining strategic decisions and leader behaviors. The Academy of 

Management Review, 30, 472-491. 

Haslam, A. S. (2001). Psychology in organizations. London, UK: Sage Publications. 

Haslam, S. A.; Ellemers, N.; Reicher, S. D.; Reynolds, K. J.; and Schmitt, M. T. (2010). 

Postmes, T.; Branscombe, N. R., eds. "The social identity perspective today: An 

overview of its defining ideas". Rediscovering social identity (Psychology Press): 

341–356. 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             223 
 

Haslam, S. A., Reicher, S. D., and Platow, M. J. (2011). The new psychology of 

leadership: identity, influence and power. New York, New York: Psychology 

Press. 

Hilder, T. (2004) Viability versus tribalism. Kybernetes, 33(3/4): 632-646 

Hinton, K. G. (2006). The true meaning of mentorship. Diverse Issues in Higher 

Education, 23(20), 60-61. 

Hogg, M.A. (2001). A social identity theory of leadership. Personality and Social 

Psychology Review, 5 (3): 184-200.  

Hogg, M.A., & Abrams, D. 1988. Social identifications: A social psychology of 

intergroup relations and group processes. London: Routledge. 

Hogg, M.A., Terry, D.J., and White, K.M. (1995). A tale of two theories: A critical 

comparison of identity theory with social identity theory. Social Psychology 

Quarterly, 58(4), 255-269. 

Hollander, E.P. (1958). Conformity, status, and idiosyncrasy credit. Psychological 

Review, 65 (2): 117-127.  

Hollander, E.P. (1964). Leaders, groups, and influence. New York, New York: Oxford 

University Press.   

Hollander, E.P. (1985). Leadership and power.  In G. Lindzey and E. Aronson (editors), 

The handbook of social psychology (3rd ed., 485-537). New York, New York: 

Random House.  

Hollander, E.P. (2008). Inclusive leadership: the essential leader-follower relationship. 

New York, New York: Psychology Press.   



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             224 
 

Homans, G. (1961). Social behavior: its elementary forms. New York, New York: 

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich 

Huddleston, M.W. and Boyer, W.W. (1996). The higher civil service in the United States: 

quest for reform. Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: University of Pittsburgh  

Hunter, F. (1953) Community power structure: a study of decision makers. Chapel Hill, 

North Carolina: The University of North Carolina Press 

Huntington, S.P. (1957). The soldier and the state: the theory and politics of civil-

military relations. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press. 

Ingraham, P.W. and Ban, C., (eds.) Legislating bureaucratic change: the civil service 

reform act of 1978. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1984. 

Ingraham, P.W., and  Barrilleaux, C. (1983). Motivating government managers for 

retrenchment: some possible lessons from the senior executive service. Public 

Administration Review. 43 (5): 393-402. 

Janowitz, M. (1960). The professional soldier, a social and political portrait (2nd ed.).  

New York, New York: Free Press 

Johnson, B. and Christensen, L. B. (2007). Educational research: quantitative, 

qualitative, and mixed approaches (3rd ed.). Sage. 

Jones, S.M.  (2003). Improving accountability for effective command climate: a strategic 

imperative. Carlisle, Pennsylvania: U.S. Army War College.  

Jordan, M. H., & Schraeder, M. (2003). Executive selection in a government agency: an 

analysis of the Department of the Navy’s Senior Executive Service selection 

process. Public Personnel Management, 32(3), 355-362. 

Karaevli, A. (2007). Performance consequences of new CEO 'outsiderness': moderating 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             225 
 

effects of pre-and post-succession contexts. Strategic Management Journal, 28, 

681-706. 

Kelty, R.D. (2005). Civilianization of the military:  social- psychological effects of 

integrating civilians and military personnel. University of Maryland, College Park, 

Maryland. 

Kerlinger, F. N. (1986). Foundations of behavioral research (3rd ed.). New York: Holt, 

Rinehart and Winston. 

Kohli, J., Gans, J. & Hairston, J. (2011) A better, more diverse senior executive service in 

2050: more representative leadership will improve the effectiveness and efficiency 

of the federal government. Washington DC, Center for American Progress. 

Kotter, J. (1982). General managers are not generalists. Organizational Dynamics, 10/4:4-19. 

Kouzes, J., & Posner, B. (2007). The leadership challenge (4th ed.). San Francisco, CA: 

Jossey-Bass. 

Kramer, R.M. (1991). “Intergroup relations and organizational dilemmas: the role of 

categorization processes.” In L.L. Cummings and B.M. Staw (editors), Research 

in Organizational Behavior, 13: 191-228. Greenwich, Connecticut: JAI Press. 

Kvale, S., and Brinkmann, S. (2009). Interviews: Learning the craft of qualitative 

research interviews (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications. 

Lawrence, B. (1997). The black box of organizational demography. Organization 

Science, 8(1): 1-22. 

LeCompte, M.D., Millroy, W.L., & Preissle, J. (Eds.). (1992). The handbook of 

qualitative research in education. New York: Academic Press. 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             226 
 

Lerner, R., Nagai, A. K., Rothman, S. (1996). American elites. New Haven Connecticut: 

Yale University Press 

Lincoln, Y. S. and Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Newbury Park: Sage. 

Lipman-Blumen, J. (2005). The allure of toxic leaders. Why we follow destructive bosses 

and corrupt politicians—and how we can survive them. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Lipset, S.M. (1963). The value patterns of democracy: A case study in comparative 

analysis. American Sociological Review 28 (4): 515-31.  

Majcher, J., & Daniluk, J. (2009). The process for becoming a supervisor in a doctoral 

supervision training course. Training and Education in Professional 

Psychology,3(3), 63-71. 

Manderscheid, S.V. and Ardichvili, A. (2008). Emerging practices in leadership 

development: an introduction.  Advances in Developing Human Resources 10(5): 

619-631  

Manheim, J.B., and Rich, R.C. (1991).  Empirical political analysis: research methods in 

political science (3rd ed.). White Plains, New York: Longman  

McGrath, J.E., (1991). Time, interaction, and performance (tip): a theory of groups. Small 

Group Research, 22: 147-174. 

McCloskey, H. and Zaller, J. (1984) The American ethos, public attitudes toward 

capitalism and democracy. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press. 

 McGuire, M.C. and Olson, M.L. The Economics of Autocracy and Majority Rule: The 

Invisible Hand and the Use of Force, Journal of Economic Literature, Vol. 

XXXIV (March 1996), pp. 72–96 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             227 
 

McKinsey & Company and the Partnership for Public Service. (2013). Building the 

leadership bench: developing a talent pipeline for the Senior Executive Service. 

McQueen, L., and Zimmerman, L. (2006). Using the interpretive narrative research 

method in interdisciplinary research projects. Journal of Nursing Education, 

45(11), 475- 479. 

Meyer, J.W. (2008). Reflections on Institutional Theories of Organizations. In R. 

Greenwood, C. Oliver, R. Suddaby, and K. Sahlin-Andersson (editors), The SAGE 

Handbook of Organizational Institutionalism. (788-809) 

Meyer, R. (2007). Mapping the mind of the strategist: a quantitative methodology for 

measuring the strategic beliefs of executives. Erasmus Research Institute of 

Management (ERIM) RSM Erasmus University / Erasmus School of Economics, 

Erasmus University: Rotterdam. 

Miles M., and Huberman, M. (1994). Qualitative Data Analysis: An Expanded 

Sourcebook. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Mills, C.W. (1956).  The power elite. New York: Oxford University Press 

Moerer-Urdahl, T., & Creswell, J. (2004). Using transcendental phenomenology to 

explore the "ripple effect" in a leadership mentoring program. International 

Journal of Qualitative Methods, 3(2), Article 2. 1-28. Retrieved 29 May 2015 

from http://www.ualberta.ca/~iiqm/backissues/3_2/pdf/moerercreswell.pdf 

Moilanen, J. (2002). Leader Competency and Army Readiness. Military Review: 56-63. 

Moore, M. (2008). Spotlight on executive on-boarding.  PA Times, 31(10), 5. 

Morse, J. M., Barrett, M., Mayan, M., Olson, K., & Spiers, J. (2002). Verification 

strategies for establishing reliability and validity in qualitative research.  



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             228 
 

International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 1(2), 1-19. 

Mowday, R., Porter, L., and Steers, R. (1979). The measurement of organizational 

commitment. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 14, 224-247. 

Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

Publications. 

Muller, E.N. (1979). Aggressive political participation. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 

University Press. 

Nachmias, D. and Rosenbloom, D. H. (1980). Bureaucratic government USA.  New 

York, New York: St. Martin’s Press. 

Ndofor, H., Priem, R., Rathburn, J., and Dhir, A. (2009). What does the new boss think? 

How new leaders' cognitive communities and recent "top-job" success affect 

organizational change and performance. The Leadership Quarterly, 20:799-813. 

Newman, K. (2000). Organizational transformation during institutional upheaval. 

Academy of Strategic Management Review, 25, 602-619. 

Nishii, L., Gotte, A., and Raver, J. (2007). Upper echelon theory revisited: The 

relationship between upper echelon diversity, the adoption of diversity practices, 

and organizational performance. (CAHRS Working Paper #07-04). Ithaca, NY: 

Cornell University, School of Industrial and Labor Relations, Center for 

Advanced Human Resource Studies. 

Northouse, P.G. (2010). Leadership: theory and practice (5th edition). Thousand Oaks, 

California: Sage Publications 

Oliver, P. (2006). Purposive sampling.  In Jupp, V. (ed), The SAGE Dictionary of Social 

Research Methods. London:  Sage Publications, Ltd.  



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             229 
 

Oliver-Hoyo, M. (2006). The use of triangulation methods in qualitative educational 

research. Journal of College Science Teaching, 35(4), 42-48. 

Olson, M. (1971). The logic of collective action. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press. 

Ostrom, E. (1990). Governing the commons: The evolution of institutions for collective 

action. New York, New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Ostrom, E., Gardner,R., and James Walker, J. (1994). Rules, games, and common-pool 

resources. Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press 

Ostrom, E. (2005). Understanding institutional diversity. Princeton, New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press. 

Ostrom, E. (2007). Institutional rational choice: An assessment of the Institutional 

Analysis and Development Framework. In Sabatier, Paul, ed. 2007. Theories of 

the Policy Process. Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press 

Oxford English Dictionary (2014). Oxford, England: Oxford University Press. Retrieved 

from http//oxforddictionaries.com  

Padilla, A., Hogan, R., and Kaiser, R.B. (2007). The toxic triangle: destructive leaders, 

susceptible followers and conducive environments. The Leadership Quarterly:18. 

Palmer, D. and Barber, B.M. (2001). Challengers, elites, and owning families: a social 

class theory of corporate acquisitions in the 1960s. Administrative Science 

Quarterly. 46 (1): 87-120. 

Parsons, T. (1964). The social system. New York, New York: Free Press. 

Patton, M. Q. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and research methods (2 nd ed.). Newbury 

Park, California: Sage Publications. 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             230 
 

Pfiffner, J.P. and Brook, D.A. (2000) The Future of Merit: Twenty Years After the Civil 

Service Reform Act. Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press.  

Plummer-D'Amato, P. (2008). Focus group methodology part 2: Considerations for 

analysis. The International Journal of Therapy and Rehabilitation, 15(3): 119-129. 

 Polski, M.M. and Ostrom, E. (1999). An institutional framework for policy analysis and 

design. Workshop in Political Theory and Policy Analysis Center for the Study of 

Institutions, Population, and Environmental Change, Department of Political 

Science, Indiana University. 

Porterfield, J. and Kleiner, B.H. (2005). A new era: women and leadership. Equal 

Opportunities International. 24: 49-57 

 Postmes, T., Haslam, S. A. and Swaab, R. I. (2005).Social influence in small groups: An 

interactive model of social identity formation. European Review of Social 

Psychology.16, 1-42.  

Postmes, T. & Branscombe, N. (2010). Sources of social identity. In T. Postmes & N. 

Branscombe (Eds). Rediscovering Social Identity: Core Sources. Psychology 

Press.  

Power, M.J., (2014). One team, one fight, one organizational identity…or not: the 

United States Air Force at a turning point. School of Advanced Air and Space Studies, 

Air University, Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama 

Priem, R., Lyon, D., and Dess, G. (1999). Inherent limitations of demographic proxies in 

top management team heterogeneity research. Journal of Management, 25, 935- 

953. 

Price, J. and Cybulski, J. (2005). Consensus making in requirements negotiation: the 

http://dro.deakin.edu.au/view/DU:30013190


SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             231 
 

communication perspective. Australian Journal of Information Systems, 13 (1): 

209-224 

Price, J. and Cybulski, J. (2007). The influence of neo-tribalism on participatory design. 

Proceedings of the 15th European Conference on Information Systems, St. Gallen, 

Switzerland  

Putnam, R.D., (1976). The comparative study of political elites. Englewood Cliffs, New 

Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc. 

Putnam, R.D. (1977). Elite transformation in advance industrial societies: An empirical 

assessment of the theory of technocracy. Comparative Political Studies. 10 (3): 

383–411. 

Raffanti, M. (2008). Leaders "sitting beside" followers: A phenomenology of teacher 

leadership. Journal of Ethnographic & Qualitative Research, 3(1): 58-68. 

Reese, V. (2005).  Maximizing your retention and productivity with on‐boarding. 

Employment Relations Today, 31(4): 23-29 

Reed, G.E., (2004). Toxic leadership. Military Review, Ft. Leavenworth, Kansas. 

Reitz, H. J. (1987). Behavior in Organizations, (3rd ed.).  Homewood, Illinois: Irwin 

Reynolds, J. F. (2008). The average American: surveys, citizens and the making of a mass 

public. Journal of Social History, 41(3) 767-770. 

Robie, C., Brown, D., and Bly, P. (2008). Relationship between major personality traits 

and managerial performance: Moderating effects of derailing traits. International 

Journal of Management, 25(1), 131-139.  

Saldana, J. (2009). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. Los Angeles, 

California: Sage Publications 

http://dro.deakin.edu.au/view/DU:30013190


SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             232 
 

 

Savin-Baden, M., Major, C. (2013). Qualitative research: the essential guide to research 

and practice.  London: Routledge 

Schattschneider, E.E. (1983). The semisovereign people: a realist’s view of democracy in 

America. Chicago, Illinois: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc. 

Schein, E. (2004). Organizational culture and leadership, (3rd ed.) San Francisco, CA: 

Jossey-Bass 

Schneider, B., Goldstein, H. W., and Smith, D. B. (1995).The ASA framework: An 

update. Personnel Psychology, 48, 747-773.  

Schneider, K.F. (2014). Our commitment to the army of the future. Army Magazine 2014-

15 Green Book, 64 (10): 33-37. Arlington, Virginia: Association of the United 

States Army  

Scott, S.G., and Lane, V.R. (2000). A stakeholder approach to organizational identity. 

The Academy of Management Review.  25(1): 43-62. 

Selznick, P. (1948).Foundations of the theory of organization, American Sociological 

Review, vol.13 (1948), pp. 25-35. 

Shamir, B., House, R.J., and Arthur, M.B. (1993). The motivational effects of charismatic 

leadership: a self-concept based theory. Organization Science: 4 (4): 577-594 

Shaughnessy, J.; Zechmeister, E.; Jeanne, Z. (2011). Research methods in psychology 

(9th ed.). New York, New York: McGraw Hill. pp. 161–175 

Schwind, D. and  Laurence, J. H. (2006) Raising the flag: promotion to admiral in the 

United States navy. Military Psychology, Vol.18:83-101. 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             233 
 

Smelser, N.J. (1962) Theory of collective behavior. New York, New York: The Free 

Press  

Smyth, R. (2006). Exploring congruence between Habermasian, philosophy, mixed 

method research, and managing data using NVivo. International Journal of 

Qualitative Methods, 5(2), 1-11. 

Spradley, J. P. (1980). Participant observation. Orlando: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich. 

Spencer, G. (1973). Methodological issues in the study of bureaucratic elites: a case study 

of West Point. Social problems. 21 (1): 90-103. 

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.  Stanford University. On-line entry for 

phenomenology. Retrieved from  http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/phenomenology 

Stets, J. E. & Burke, P. J. (2000). Identity theory and social theory. Social Psychology 

Quarterly, 63, 3, 224-237.  

Steele, J. P., (2011). Antecedents and consequences of toxic leadership in the U.S. Army: 

a two year review and recommended solutions. CAL Technical Report 2011-3. 

Fort Leavenworth, Kansas: Center for Army Leadership. 

Stogdill, R. (1974). Handbook of leadership: a survey of theory and research. New York, 

New York: Free Press. 

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2015). On-line reference. Retrieved from 

http://plato.stanford.edu/search/searcher.py?query=phenomenology 

Stringer, E. T. (1999). Action research (2nd edition). Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications. 

Sullivan, R. (2010), Practicing organization development: a guide for leading change. 

New York, New York: Jossey Bass 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             234 
 

Tashakkori, A. & Teddlie, C. (2003). Handbook of Mixed Methods in Social & 

Behavioral Research. Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications.  

Tajfel, H. (1974).Social identity and intergroup behaviour. Social Science Information 

13: 65-93, 

Tajfel, H. (1978). Tajfel, H., ed. Interindividual and intergroup behaviour. Differentiation 

between groups: Studies in the social psychology of intergroup relations (London: 

Academic Press): 27–60. 

Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. C. (1979). An integrative theory of intergroup conflict. In W. G. 

Austin & S. Worchel (Eds.), The social psychology of intergroup relations (pp. 

33–47). Monterey, California: Brooks/Cole 

Tajfel, H. and Turner, J.C. (1986). The social identity of intergroup behavior. In 

S.Wochel, and W.G. Austin (editors), Psychology of intergroup relations (2nd ed., 

7-24). Pacific Grove, California: Brooks/Cole. 

Turner, J. C. and Reynolds, K. J. (2010). The story of social identity. In T. Postmes & N. 

Branscombe (Eds). Rediscovering Social Identity: Core Sources. Psychology Press. 

Ulmer, W. (2005). Comparing military and business leaders. Leadership in Action, 25(1): 

18-19.  

U.S. Army Doctrine Reference Publication Number 1 (ADRP-1), June 2015. Retrieved 

from armypubs.army.mil/doctrine/ADRP_1.html  

U.S. Army. (2015). 2015 Army posture statement. Washington, DC: U.S. Army. Retrieved 

from http://usarmy.vo.llnwd.net/e2/rv5_downloads/aps/aps_2015.pdf   

U.S. Army Civilian Senior Leader Management Office (CSLMO) website (2015). 

https://www.cslmo.army.mil 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             235 
 

 U.S. Army General Officer Management Office (GOMO) website (2015). 

https://www.gomo.army.mil 

U.S. Army Human Resource Command (HRC), Executive briefing on officer career life 

cycle management (December 2014) 

U.S. Army Recruiting Command (USAREC), Executive briefing on efforts to increase 

incentives for recruiting new soldier cohorts (March 2015) 

U.S. Congress, Senate Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs, 

Subcommittee on Oversight of Government Management, the Federal Workforce, 

and the District of Columbia, Strengthening the Senior Executive Service: A 

Review of Challenges Facing the Government’s Leadership Corps, 112th Cong., 

1st sess., March 29, 2011. 

U.S. Government Printing Office: 10 U.S. Code § 526 - Authorized strength: general and 

flag officers on active duty (2014)  

U.S. Government Printing Office: United States government policy and supporting 

positions.  (Plum Book) (2012)  

U.S. Government Printing Office: 10 Public Law No. 95-454, 92 Stat, 111, Title IV 

U.S. Office of Personnel Management (2013). 2012 Senior executive service report. 

Washington, District of Columbia: Planning and Policy Analysis/Data Analysis 

Group. Retrieved from https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/senior-

executive-service. (OPM website, 2015a) 

U.S. Office of Personnel Management (2014). Guide to the senior executive service. 

Washington, District of Columbia: Planning and Policy Analysis/Data Analysis 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             236 
 

Group. Retrieved from https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/senior-

executive-service. (OPM website, 2015b) 

Van Alphen, A., Halfens, R., Hasman, A., and Imbos, T. (1994).  Likert or Rasch? nothing is 

more applicable than good theory. Journal of Advanced Nursing.  20(1): 196–201 

Van Buren, M., and Safferstone, T. (2014).  The quick wins paradox. Harvard Business 

Review OnPoint .  Retrieved from http://executiveboard.com/exbd-

resources/pdf/leadership-transition/The%20Quick%20Wins%20Paradox.pdf .  

Weigley, R.F., (1973), The American way of war: a history of United States military 

strategy and policy. New York, New York:  Macmillan Co.  

Weiss, D. J., Dawis, R. V., England, G. W. (1967).  Manual for the Minnesota 

satisfaction questionnaire. Minnesota Studies in Vocational Rehabilitation, Vol 

22, (120). 

Whitten, J.H. (2007). Egalitarianism begins at home and in cohorts: egalitarianism in 

United States public opinion, 1952-2000. Berkley, California: University of 

California, Berkley/ProQuest Information and Learning Company 

Wong, L., Gerras, S., Kidd, W., Pricone, R., and Swengros, R. (2003). Strategic 

leadership competencies (Strategic Studies Institute). Carlisle Barracks, PA:US 

Army War College. 

Wuensch, Karl L. (2005). "What is a Likert Scale? and How Do You Pronounce 

'Likert?'". East Carolina University. Retrieved April 30, 2009. 

Zaccaro, S. (2001). The nature of executive leadership: A conceptual and empirical 

analysis of success. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. 

 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             237 
 

Appendix A  

Invitation to Participate in the Study 

 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             238 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SHARING THE BENCH                                                                                                             239 
 

Appendix B  

Informed Consent to Use Data from Participants 
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Appendix C  

Survey Questions 

SES GROUP IDENTITY SURVEY SES GROUP IDENTITY SURVEY - -  TOTAL OF 120 RESPONSES OUT 
OF 270 SENT OUT 
 
PART 1 - DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

1. WHAT IS YOUR GENDER? 

 Male           Female         
2. WHAT IS YOUR AGE? 

 
 

3. NUMBER OF YEARS AS A MEMBER OF THE SES: 

 
 

4. HIGHEST LEVEL OF CIVILIAN EDUCATION ACHIEVED (DEGREE EARNED): 

 
 

5. CIVILIAN EDUCATION FIELD / DISCIPLINE / AREA OF SPECIALIZATION 

 
 

6. IF YOU HOLD MULTIPLE TERMINAL / PROFESSIONAL DEGREE'S, PLEASE LIST BELOW: 

 
 

7. HIGHEST LEVEL OF CIVILIAN EDUCATION ATTEMPTED BUT NOT COMPLETED: 

  Possible Responses shown below: 
 
Bachelor 

Master 

Doctoral 

8. CURRENT SES TIER LEVEL: 

TIER 1 

TIER 2 
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TIER 3 

TIER 4 
 
9. AREA OF SPECIALIZATION WITHIN THE SES: 

OPERATIONS/PROGRAM MANAGEMENT 

ENGINEERING/TECHNICAL 

INTELLIGENCE 

OTHER 
 
10. HOW MANY POSITIONS HAVE YOU HELD WITHIN THE SES OVER THE COURSE OF YOUR CAREER? 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

MORE THAN 7 
 
11. HAVE YOU SERVED AS A MEMBER OF THE UNIFORMED MILITARY SERVICES: 

YES 

NO 
12. IF YOU ANSWERED YES TO QUESTION 12, WHAT BRANCH OF SERVICE? 

ARMY 

AIR FORCE 

NAVY 

MARINES 

COAST GUARD 

OTHER UNIFORMED SERVICE 
 
13. IF YOU ANSWERED YES TO QUESTION 12, DESCRIBE TYPE OF MILITARY SERVICE (CHECK ALL THAT 
APPLY): 

ENLISTED / NON-COMMISSIONED OFFICER 
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COMMISSIONED OFFICER 

ACTIVE COMPONENT 

RESERVE COMPONENT 

STILL SERVE IN THE RESERVE COMPONENT 

RETIRED FROM SERVICE COMPONENT (ELIGIBLE FOR OR RECIEVING RETIREMENT BENEFITS) 
 
14. WHAT IS YOUR RACIAL/ETHNIC IDENTIFICATION?  

 

AFRICAN-AMERICAN 
ASIAN-AMERICAN 
LATINO-AMERICAN 
EUROPEAN-AMERICAN 
MIDDLE-EASTERN-AMERICAN 
 
15. HAVE YOU ATTENDED / ONE OF THE MILITARY SENIOR SERVICE COLLEGES? 

 YES 

NO 
 
 
16. IF YOU ANSWERED YES TO QUESTION 15, WHICH SENIOR SERVICE COLLEGE DID YOU ATTEND? 
 

ARMY WAR COLLEGE 

NAVAL WAR COLLEGE 

AIR FORCE WAR COLLEGE 

NATIONAL DEFENSE UNIVERSITY 

INDUSTRIAL COLLEGE OF THE ARMED FORCES 

SENIOR SERVICE COLLEGE FELLOWSHIP 

OTHER (Please specify) 
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2. PART II - GROUP IDENTIFICATION INFORMATION 
 
17. OVERALL, I AM TREATED EQUALLY WELL AS MY MILITARY GENERAL OFFICER COUNTERPARTS: 

 AGREE 

DISAGREE 
 
18. I AM GIVEN THE NECESSARY DEGREE OF AUTHORITY TO EXECUTE MY RESPONSIBILITIES: 

AGREE 

DISAGREE 
 
19. I AM GIVEN THE EQUAL DEGREE OF STATUS LEVEL SUPPORT AS MY UNIFORMED GENERAL OFFICER 
COUNTERPART (SUPPORT STAFF, OFFICE, TRAVEL REQUIREMENTS, ETC): 

AGREE 

DISAGREE 
 
20. MY MILITARY SUPERIORS UNDERSTAND AND ADVANCE MY CAREER GOALS: 

AGREE 

DISAGREE 
 
21. I AM COMFORTABLE VOICING MY CONCERNS TO MY SENIOR LEVEL SUPERVISOR (CIVILIAN OR 
MILITARY): 

AGREE 

DISAGREE 
 
22. I IDENTIFY MYSELF AS BEING PART OF AN ELITE GROUP AS A MEMBER OF THE SES: 

STRONGLY AGREE 

AGREE 

NEUTRAL 

DISAGREE 

STRONGLY DISAGREE 
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23. I AM COMPENSATED ENOUGH/ADEQUATELY FOR THE WORK AND RESPONSIBILITIES REQUIRE TO 
PERFORM MY DUTIES: 

AGREE 

AGREE 

NEUTRAL / NOT SURE 

DISAGREE 

STRONGLY DISAGREE 
 
24. I AM FULLY INFORMED OR KEPT IN THE DECISION-MAKING CYCLE IN TERMS OF BEING A SENIOR 
LEVEL DECISION-MAKER BY YOUR SUPERIORS: 

STRONGLY AGREE 

AGREE 

NEUTRAL / NOT SURE 

DISAGREE 

STRONGLY DISAGREE 
 
25. THERE IS A "CHAMPION" AT MOST SENIOR LEVELS OF THE ARMY FOR MEMBERS OF THE SES TO 
PROVIDE MENTORSHIP AND ASSIST IN MY CAREER PROGRESSION 

STRONGLY AGREE 

AGREE 

NEUTRAL 

DISAGREE 

STRONGLY DISAGREE 
 
26. IF YOU ANSWERED "STRONGLY AGREE" OR "AGREE" TO QUESTION 25, SELECT BELOW WHO YOU 
BELIEVE IT IS/SHOULD BE? 

SECRETARY OF THE ARMY 

UNDER-SECRETARY OF THE ARMY 

ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF THE ARMY FOR MANPOWER AND RESERVE AFFAIRS 

DIRECTOR, CIVILIAN SENIOR LEADER MANAGEMENT OFFICE 

CHIEF OF STAFF OF THE ARMY 

NOT SURE WHO, IF ANY 
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THE FOLLOWING TWO QUESTIONS ASK THE RESPONDENT TO IDENTIFY WHERE THEY BELIEVE THEY FALL 
IN THE SPECTRUM OF CONTROVERSIAL SOCIAL ISSUES SUCH AS SUPPORT FOR SAME-SEX MARRIAGE, 
GENDER-IDENTITY AND EQUALITY ISSUES, INCOME EQUALITY, ILLEGAL ALIEN AMNESTY, ETC IN TERMS 
OF INTENSITY OF FEELINGS.  FOR EXAMPLE, IF ONE CONSIDERED THEMSELVES TO BE STRONGLY 
PERMISSIVE ON SUCH SOCIAL ISSUES AND VALUES, A LEVEL OF +2 WOULD INDICATE THAT THEY HAD A 
VERY PRONOUNCED DEGREE OF INTENSITY IN ADVANCING SOCIAL ISSUES THAT ARE GENERALLY 
THOUGHT OF TO BE ASSOCIATED WITH BEING PROGRESSIVE , WHEREAS CHOOSING A SCORE OF -2 
INDICATES A LOW DEGREE OF OUTWARD  INTENSITY IN WANTING TO ADVANCE  PROGRESSIVE SOCIAL 
ISSUES: 

27. ON SOCIAL VALUES I CONSIDER MYSELF TO BE: 
                                                                               

 -2 -1 0 +1  
+2 

   STRONGLY 
PROGRESSIVE 

 STRONGLY 
PERMISSIVE  

STRONGLY 
PERMISSIVE 

  

STRONGLY 
PERMISSIVE 

  

STRONGLY 
PERMISSIVE 

  

STRONGLY 
PERMISSIVE  

PROGRESSIVE PERMISSIVE 

  

PERMISSIVE 

  

PERMISSIVE 

  

PERMISSIVE 

  
PERMISSIVE  

 NEUTRAL  

NEUTRAL  

 

NEUTRAL  

  

 

NEUTRAL  

 

NEUTRAL  

  

 

NEUTRAL  

TRADITIONAL TRADITIONAL 

  

TRADITIONAL 

 

TRADITIONAL 

 

TRADITIONAL 

  

TRADITIONAL 

  

STRONGLY 
TRADITIONAL 

STRONGLY 
TRADITIONAL 

  

STRONGLY 
TRADITIONAL 

  

STRONGLY 
TRADITIONAL 

STRONGLY 
TRADITIONAL 

  

STRONGLY 
TRADITIONAL 
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   DEGREE OF INTENSITY 
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28. ON POLITICAL ISSUES I CONSIDER MYSELF TO BE: 

 

 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 

STRONGLY 
PROGRESSIVE / LIBERAL 

 

 
STRONGLY 

PROGRESSIVE / 
LIBERAL  

 

 
STRONGLY 

PROGRESSIVE / 
LIBERAL  

 

STRONGLY 
PROGRESSIVE / 

LIBERAL 

 

STRONGLY 
PROGRESSIVE / 

LIBERAL  

 

STRONGLY 
PROGRESSIVE / 

LIBERAL  

PROGRESSIVE / LIBERAL PROGRESSIVE 
/ LIBERAL  

PROGRESSIVE 
/ LIBERAL  

PROGRESSIVE 
/ LIBERAL  

PROGRESSIVE 
/ LIBERAL  

PROGRESSIVE 
/ LIBERAL  

MODERATE  

MODERATE  

 

MODERATE  

 

MODERATE  

 

         MODERATE  

 

 MODERATE  

CONSERVATIVE 
 

CONSERVATIVE 

  

 
CONSERVATIVE  

 
CONSERVATIVE 

 
CONSERVATIVE  

 
CONSERVATIVE  

STRONGLY 
CONSERVATIVE 

 
STRONGLY 

CONSERVATIVE  

 
STRONGLY 

CONSERVATIVE  

 
STRONGLY 

CONSERVATIVE  

 
STRONGLY 

CONSERVATIVE  

 
STRONGLY 

CONSERVATIVE 

 

29. WHAT DOES THE SENIOR LEADERSHIP OF THE ARMY NEED TO DO TO IMPROVE YOUR OVERALL EFFECTIVENESS? (PLEASE 
RESPOND WITH ANY COMMENTS BELOW) 

 

 

              DEGREE OF INTENSITY  
 
 

S
E
N
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E  

 

O
F  
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L 
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I 
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L  
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SES GROUP IDENTITY SURVEY SES GROUP IDENTITY SURVEY - GENERAL OFFICER RESPONSES – 
TOTAL OF 22 RESPONSES OUT OF 48 SENT OUT 
 
PART 1 - DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 
1. WHAT IS YOUR GENDER? 

 Male           Female         
 

2. WHAT IS YOUR AGE? 

 
 

 

3. NUMBER OF YEARS SERVED AS A FLAG RANK / GENERAL OFFICER: 

 
 

 

4. HAVE YOU EVER SERVED AS A MEMBER OF THE SES OR AS A HQE SUBSEQUENT TO COMPLETING YOUR MILITARY 
SERVICE AS A FLAG RANK / GENERAL OFFICER?: 

 
 

 

5. IF YOU ANSWERED YES TO QUESTION NUMBER 4, PLEASE LIST HOW LONG YOU SERVE IN THE CAPACITY OF A 
MEMBER OF THE SES OR A HQE:  

 
 

 

6. HIGHEST LEVEL OF CIVILIAN EDUCATION ACHIEVED (DEGREE EARNED): 

 
 

 

7. CIVILIAN EDUCATION FIELD / DISCIPLINE / AREA OF SPECIALIZATION 

 
 

 

8. IF YOU HOLD MULTIPLE TERMINAL / PROFESSIONAL DEGREE'S, PLEASE LIST BELOW: 

 
9. HIGHEST LEVEL OF CIVILIAN EDUCATION ATTEMPTED BUT NOT COMPLETED: 

  Possible Responses shown below: 
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Bachelor 

Master 

Doctoral 

10. CURRENT OR FORMER MILITARY FLAG LEVEL RANK: 

07 / BG 

08 / MG 

09 / LTG 

10 / GEN 
 
 
IF A FLAG OFFICER FROM ANOTHER SERVICE PLEASE LIST BELOW: 

  

 
 
 
11. AREA OF SPECIALIZATION WITHIN THE SES OR FLAG RANK FIELD: 

OPERATIONS/PROGRAM MANAGEMENT 

ENGINEERING/TECHNICAL 

INTELLIGENCE 

OTHER 
 
 
12. HOW MANY POSITIONS HAVE YOU HELD WITHIN THE SES OVER THE COURSE OF YOUR CAREER? 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

MORE THAN 7 
 
 
13. WHAT BRANCH OF SERVICE DID YOU SERVE AS A FLAG OFFICER? 

ARMY 
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AIR FORCE 

NAVY 

MARINES 

COAST GUARD 

OTHER UNIFORMED SERVICE 
 
 
 14. WHAT IS YOUR RACIAL/ETHNIC IDENTIFICATION?  

 

AFRICAN-AMERICAN 
ASIAN-AMERICAN 
LATINO-AMERICAN 
EUROPEAN-AMERICAN 
MIDDLE-EASTERN-AMERICAN 
OTHER (Please specify below) 
  

 
 
 
15. WHICH SENIOR SERVICE COLLEGE DID YOU ATTEND? 
 

ARMY WAR COLLEGE 

NAVAL WAR COLLEGE 

AIR FORCE WAR COLLEGE 

NATIONAL DEFENSE UNIVERSITY 

INDUSTRIAL COLLEGE OF THE ARMED FORCES 

SENIOR SERVICE COLLEGE FELLOWSHIP 

OTHER (Please specify): 
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2. PART II - GROUP IDENTIFICATION INFORMATION 
 
 
16. OVERALL, MEMBERS OF THE SES ARE TREATED EQUALLY WELL AS THEIR MILITARY FLAG RANK /  GENERAL 
OFFICER COUNTERPARTS: 

 AGREE 

DISAGREE 
 
17. MEMBERS OF THE SES ARE GIVEN THE NECESSARY DEGREE OF AUTHORITY TO EXECUTE THEIR 
RESPONSIBILITIES: 

AGREE 

DISAGREE 
 
18. MEMBERS OF THE SES ARE GIVEN THE EQUAL DEGREE OF STATUS LEVEL SUPPORT AS THEIR FLAG RANK / 
UNIFORMED GENERAL OFFICER COUNTERPART (SUPPORT STAFF, OFFICE, TRAVEL REQUIREMENTS, ETC) 

AGREE 

DISAGREE 
 
19. OVERALL  MILITARY SUPERIORS UNDERSTAND AND ADVANCE SES CAREER GOALS AS MUCH AS THEIR FLAG 
RANK /GENERAL OFFICER COUNTERPARTS: 

AGREE 

DISAGREE 
 
20. MEMBERS OF THE SES ARE JUST AS COMFORTABLE OR CONFIDENT IN VOICING THEIR CONCERNS TO THEIR 
SENIOR LEVEL SUPERVISOR (CIVILIAN OR MILITARY): 

AGREE 

DISAGREE 
 
21. MEMBERS OF THE SES ARE PART OF AN ELITE GROUP IN THE SAME WAY FLAG RANK / GENERAL OFFICERS ARE: 

STRONGLY AGREE 

AGREE 

NEUTRAL 

DISAGREE 

STRONGLY DISAGREE 
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22. MEMBERS OF THE SES ARE COMPENSATED ADEQUATELY FOR THE WORK AND RESPONSIBILITIES REQUIRED FOR 
THEM TO PERFORM THEIR DUTIES: 

AGREE 

AGREE 

NEUTRAL / NOT SURE 

DISAGREE 

STRONGLY DISAGREE 
 
23. MEMBERS OF THE SES ARE AS FULLY INFORMED OR KEPT IN THE DECISION-MAKING CYCLE IN TERMS OF BEING 
A SENIOR LEVEL DECISION-MAKER AS THEIR FLAG RANK / GENERAL OFFICER COUNTERPARTS: 

STRONGLY AGREE 

AGREE 

NEUTRAL / NOT SURE 

DISAGREE 

STRONGLY DISAGREE 
 
24. MEMBERS OF THE SES HAVE A "CHAMPION" AT THE MOST SENIOR LEVELS OF THE ARMY THAT PROVIDES 
MENTORSHIP AND ASSIST IN THEIR CAREER PROGRESSION 

STRONGLY AGREE 

AGREE 

NEUTRAL 

DISAGREE 

STRONGLY DISAGREE 
 
25. IF YOU ANSWERED "STRONGLY AGREE" OR "AGREE" TO QUESTION 24, SELECT BELOW WHO YOU BELIEVE IT 
IS/SHOULD BE? 

SECRETARY OF THE ARMY 

UNDER-SECRETARY OF THE ARMY 

ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF THE ARMY FOR MANPOWER AND RESERVE AFFAIRS 

DIRECTOR, CIVILIAN SENIOR LEADER MANAGEMENT OFFICE 

CHIEF OF STAFF OF THE ARMY 

NOT SURE WHO, IF ANY 
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26. IF YOU ANSWERED "NEUTRAL", “DISAGREE”, OR "STRONGLY DISAGREE" TO QUESTION 24, SELECT BELOW WHO 
YOU BELIEVE IT IS/SHOULD BE? 

SECRETARY OF THE ARMY 

UNDER-SECRETARY OF THE ARMY 

ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF THE ARMY FOR MANPOWER AND RESERVE AFFAIRS 

DIRECTOR, CIVILIAN SENIOR LEADER MANAGEMENT OFFICE 

CHIEF OF STAFF OF THE ARMY 

NOT SURE WHO, IF ANY  

LIST ANY OTHER SENIOR ARMY OFFICIAL YOU BELIEVE SHOULD OR COULD SERVE AS THE “CHAMPION” FOR 
MEMEBRS OF THE SES: 
  

 
 
 
 

THE FOLLOWING TWO QUESTIONS ASK THE RESPONDENT TO IDENTIFY WHERE THEY BELIEVE THEY FALL IN THE 

SPECTRUM OF CONTROVERSIAL SOCIAL ISSUES SUCH AS SUPPORT FOR SAME-SEX MARRIAGE, GENDER-IDENTITY 

AND EQUALITY ISSUES, INCOME EQUALITY, ILLEGAL ALIEN AMNESTY, ETC IN TERMS OF INTENSITY OF FEELINGS.  

FOR EXAMPLE, IF ONE CONSIDERED THEMSELVES TO BE STRONGLY PERMISSIVE ON SUCH SOCIAL ISSUES AND 

VALUES, A LEVEL OF +2 WOULD INDICATE THAT THEY HAD A VERY PRONOUNCED DEGREE OF INTENSITY IN 

ADVANCING SOCIAL ISSUES THAT ARE GENERALLY THOUGHT OF TO BE ASSOCIATED WITH BEING PROGRESSIVE , 

WHEREAS CHOOSING A SCORE OF -2 INDICATES A LOW DEGREE OF OUTWARD  INTENSITY IN WANTING TO 

ADVANCE  SOCIAL ISSUES: 

27.ON SOCIAL VALUES I CONSIDER MYSELF TO BE: 

                                                                               

 -2 -1 0 +1  
+2 

   STRONGLY 
PROGRESSIVE 

 STRONGLY 
PERMISSIVE  

STRONGLY 
PERMISSIVE  

STRONGLY 
PERMISSIVE  

STRONGLY 
PERMISSIVE 

STRONGLY 
PERMISSIVE  

PROGRESSIVE PERMISSIVE PERMISSIVE  PERMISSIVE PERMISSIVE PERMISSIVE 

 NEUTRAL  
NEUTRAL  

 
NEUTRAL  

 
NEUTRAL  

 
NEUTRAL  

 
NEUTRAL  

TRADITIONAL 
TRADITIONAL TRADITIONAL TRADITIONAL TRADITIONAL TRADITIONAL  

STRONGLY 
TRADITIONAL   

STRONGLY 
TRADITIONAL 

STRONGLY 
TRADITIONAL 

STRONGLY 
TRADITIONAL 
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   DEGREE OF INTENSITY 
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28. ON POLITICAL ISSUES I CONSIDER MYSELF TO BE: 
 
 

 
 

-2 
 

-1 
 

0 
 

+1 
 

+2 

STRONGLY 
PROGRESSIVE / 
LIBERAL 

 
STRONGLY 

PROGRESSIVE / 
LIBERAL  

 
STRONGLY 

PROGRESSIVE / 
LIBERAL  

 
STRONGLY 

PROGRESSIVE / 
LIBERAL 

 
STRONGLY 

PROGRESSIVE / 
LIBERAL  

 
STRONGLY 

PROGRESSIVE / 
LIBERAL  

PROGRESSIVE / 
LIBERAL PROGRESSIVE / 

LIBERAL  
PROGRESSIVE / 

LIBERAL  
PROGRESSIVE / 

LIBERAL  
PROGRESSIVE / 

LIBERAL  
PROGRESSIVE / 

LIBERAL  

MODERATE  
MODERATE  

 
MODERATE  

 
MODERATE  

 
         MODERATE  

 
 MODERATE 

CONSERVATIVE  
CONSERVATIVE 

 
CONSERVATIVE 

 
CONSERVATIVE 

 
CONSERVATIVE 

 
CONSERVATIVE 

STRONGLY 
CONSERVATIVE 

 
STRONGLY 

CONSERVATIVE  

 
STRONGLY 

CONSERVATIVE  

 
STRONGLY 

CONSERVATIVE  

 
STRONGLY 

CONSERVATIVE  

 
STRONGLY 

CONSERVATIVE 

 

 

29. WHAT DOES THE SENIOR LEADERSHIP OF THE ARMY NEED TO DO TO IMPROVE THE OVERALL EFFECTIVENESS OF 
THE SES? (PLEASE RESPOND WITH ANY COMMENTS BELOW) 

 

 

              DEGREE OF INTENSITY  
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Appendix D  

Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

 

1. What events in your lived leadership experience as a senior executive / general officer can 

provide an example if you consider members of the Army Senior Executive Service cohort 

are or are not part of the same leadership elite as general officers? 

2. As a member of the Senior Executive Service / General Officer corps, describe the on-

boarding activities you experienced that made you feel that you were part of an elite group 

of senior leaders? 

3. Who do you consider to be the Army Senior Leadership “Champion” for army senior 

executives and for general officers? 

4. Describe the feedback loops and mechanism that allows you to gauge your effectiveness as 

a senior leader in comparison with other senior executives and general officers. 
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