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In the late fall of 2000, the Air Force Scientist and Engineer Career Program conducted a series of focus groups at several Air Force bases to obtain the views of Air Force scientists and engineers about recruiting and retention issues.  The findings were presented in abbreviated form to the Secretary of the Air Force, the Chief of Staff of the Air Force, and other Air Force leaders at an S&E Summit on 11 December 2000.  The Summit, in turn, initiated a series of on-going actions to strengthen the Air Force science and engineering career field.

This report presents the most important findings and provides the overall context of the Focus Group study.  A comprehensive thirty-five-page report, in preparation, will expand on the themes listed here and include demographic information.  The findings, although somewhat negative, provide useful insights about the concerns of Air Force scientists and engineers, which will be considered in developing initiatives to strengthen the career field.


Background 

About This Report: This report is a product of the S & E Career Program Goal 2 Motivations Sub-Panel, which was tasked to provide the S & E Career Program Recruitment and Retention Panel independent and objective information about the reasons why Air Force military and civilian scientists and engineers enter and stay or leave the Air Force. The views and opinions expressed herein are strictly those of Air Force military and civilian scientists and engineers who voluntarily participated in Focus Groups conducted at various Air Force installations. 

Process: An Air Force engineer with input from a team of engineers and scientists generated the questions for this series of Focus Groups.  There were eight main questions with a subset of related components.  Originally written for military members, the questions were subsequently expanded, with very minor changes, to include civilian participation. 

A total of 342 military and civilian scientists and engineers participated in the Focus Groups, held in the late Fall of 2000.  Participants were selected randomly from lists provided by Personnel, and asked if they would voluntarily participate.  The response was very positive, as the vast majority of those selected indicated a strong desire to voice their perceptions.  With few exceptions, those who declined to participate cited reasons associated with TDY, leave, or involvement in other duties.
A total of 46 Focus Groups were conducted.  Both military and civilian Focus Groups were conducted at each location except Maxwell AFB, where groups were limited to active duty military students and faculty at Air University.  At Wright-Patterson AFB, Focus Group members were from the Air Force Institute of Technology, Air Force Materiel Command Headquarters, the Air Force Research Laboratory, the Aeronautical Systems Center, and the National Air Intelligence Center.  Focus Groups also were held at Hill AFB, Brooks AFB, the Pentagon, and the Air Force Information Warfare Center at Kelly AFB.   
What Participants Were Asked: A relatively structured approach was used in conducting this series of Focus Groups in order to produce well-targeted information of interest to the S & E Career Program. Eight questions, briefly summarized below, were posed to each of the 46 Focus Groups. 

1. What initiatives do you recommend that the Secretary of the Air Force undertake to increase the size, quality, and effective utilization of the S&E workforce?

2. What motivated you to join the Air Force? (officers)

What motivated you to work for the Air Force? (civilians)

3. What are your expectations as an Air Force S&E?

4. How does leadership affect your job and your future with the Air Force?

5. What are your thoughts on the value of mentoring Air Force S&E’s?

6. What motivates people in S&E career fields?

7. What is the value of operational and/or private sector technical experience?

8. What factors influence S&E’s to make the Air Force a career or to leave?

Cautionary Point: While the comments, opinions, and views expressed in Focus Groups provide important insights into recruitment and retention issues, this approach does have limitations.  Of particular note is the use of a pre-established set of questions at each of the locations where Focus Groups were conducted.  While standardized questions ensure that the same input is sought from various groups, they also bound the range of topics that Focus Groups explore.  For this reason, a prudent approach is to use the findings in this report in conjunction with other statistical data and sources of information. 

Executive Summary 

The guiding principles for the conduct of Focus Groups upon which this report is based were threefold.  First, it was to create conditions among participants in the Focus Groups that were consistent with respect for Air Force military and civilian scientists and engineers and their opinions on matters that are very important to them.  Second, it was to present feedback from these Focus Groups to the S & E Career Program Recruitment and Retention Panel  in a constructive manner that supports their charge to develop recommendations and proposals for change.  Third, it was to develop and present information to the Panel that was meaningful and actionable. 

Range of Topics Explored by Focus Groups: A primary goal of this activity was to identify ways to enhance the vitality and quality of the S&E workforce mainly through new recruitment, retention, and other personnel-related initiatives.  While a set of eight standard questions was used with the Focus Groups to generate discussion, the Focus Group members responded to the questions as they saw fit.  They did not always see the source of a problem or its solution within the context of personnel policies and personnel practices.  For this reason, the range of responses discussed in the Focus Groups, and captured in this report, was much broader than the personnel-focus set forth in the charter for this activity.

Common Themes: Important, interesting, and recurring themes and sub-themes were identified by structural interpretive analysis to create a taxonomy of major S&E issues and concerns. At sites where Focus Groups were conducted, members of the facilitation teams met afterwards and prepared written input to collectively identify the key issues raised by participants and proposed emerging themes.  It is important to note that the individual experiences of facilitation team members, as well as the local issues to which they were exposed, influenced the set of themes they would have identified independently and it is for this reason that a collective process was used to develop a taxonomy that members could agree upon.  Although not in any particular order, the themes listed below are considered to be the most important issues identified and are the core findings of this report.
Lack of Respect, Appreciation and Value.  Many participants indicated a sense of under-appreciation.  Participants spoke about being ignored, forgotten, and relegated to unimportant “busy” work.  More than a few talked of resentment that they were not doing true engineering work, as if the Air Force did not trust the professional work they were capable of doing.  A number of participants were envious of other Air Force professions that were freely rewarded and vigorously pursued and retained.  Other commentators indicated that working for the government was viewed by non-government colleagues as less than desirable and an indication of few, if any, alternatives.  Still others spoke of the lack of a champion and made the observation that other professions had high-ranking advocates working toward their respective professional interests.  Overall, there was a consistent perception of being undervalued, disrespected, under-appreciated, and of being second-class citizens.  One particularly enthused participant summarized it by saying, “We want the Air Force to say we are as important as the rest of the team.”  
Closing the Compensation Gap.  Almost unanimous was the persistent perception of the wide disparity of compensation when compared to industry standards.  Many felt that this was the number one obstacle to recruiting and retaining qualified professionals, although this was somewhat less true for military members.  A large number of respondents acknowledged that the Air Force was probably unable to match the much higher salaries found in private industry, but the majority felt that the difference between the two pay structures should be greatly reduced.  A few felt it should be eliminated.  Participants often acknowledged that the government benefits package was fairly generous, and this was cited as one of the primary reasons people stayed employed within federal service.  Specifically, health benefits, retirement packages, leave policies and alternate work schedules were mentioned the most frequently.  However, there were more than a few that insisted the benefit packages offered elsewhere were indeed better.  Most importantly, the prevailing perception was that the Air Force must close the compensation gap.  In the majority view, not to do so incurred a high risk of losing a large number of scientists and engineers to private industry, which would have tremendous adverse impact on our national interests. 

Keep Up with “Cutting Edge” Technology.  A large number of respondents indicated they had joined federal service because of the high level of technology utilized in the Air Force.  Almost the same number of people indicated that they were disappointed that the work they did no longer was considered “cutting edge.”  Many felt the high technology challenges could now be found elsewhere, including private industry. Some cited the example of working on platforms that were thirty years old.  Also, quite a few were concerned that the decreasing numbers of “high tech” positions jeopardized their chances of future employment with the Air Force.  Often, these comments were in the context of feeling proud of what they once did, and the strong desire to be challenged and to work on projects that are important and meaningful. 

Lack of Dual Technical and Management Career Paths.  The vast majority of participants cited this as one of the most frustrating barriers to their careers and overall job satisfaction.  People indicated that the current method for career advancement (promotion) is to become a program or other type of manager and perform less and less technical work.  Many felt strongly that this was wrong and voiced a strong preference to continue doing technical work.  A few acknowledged the overall advantages and common industry practice of career broadening, which often led to the group’s consensus that there should be optional dual technical and management paths for career progression within the Air Force. Related to this matter is the frequently cited concern that many careers’ plateau at the GS-12 or -13 level; employees can spend many years of Air Force employment with little, if any, prospect for advancement.  

The Appraisal and Reward System Does Not Work.  Quite a few respondents felt that the current appraisal system was not conducive to rewarding strong performers and dismissing weak ones.  In several sessions, some respondents called for a more equitable, performance-based system and a few even suggested input from a 360 degree feedback method.  Mostly, there were expressed concerns that it was difficult, if not impossible, with the current system to truly reward those doing good or great work.  When compared to industry standards, the small performance awards associated with the current appraisal system were considered paltry and essentially meaningless.  Also, there were quite a number of participants who were frustrated that there were few, if any, methods to “get rid of the dead wood.” A number of contributors complained that the system rewarded longevity and that too many people remained unproductive and were just biding their time until retirement.

Lack of a Clear, Consistent S&E Mission and Leadership Guidance.  A prevailing concern was the lack of direction from local and senior leadership regarding the mission and goals of the S&E career fields.  Many perceived ambivalence regarding whether the Air Force valued the work of organic S&E personnel and the trend towards outsourcing.  Quite often, people cited the lack of a single source of information regarding the status and importance of their professions.  Even at the local installation level, participants reported a lack of guidance and direction and many spoke of the need for a champion for their interests.  Further, there were some that noticed the shifting nature of the importance of their work and expressed a desire for a more stable and clearer definition of their impact and future in the Air Force.   

People-Position Mismatches: Overhaul Assignment System.  These two related thoughts were voiced quite frequently.  First, many civilian and military personnel questioned why so many engineers were not doing engineering work.  Discussion often evolved to a need to overhaul the system of placing personnel in specific positions.  Many felt that, if a position does not require the expertise of an engineer, then it should not be coded as such, and “real” engineers should be assigned to tasks that truly require their skills.  Second, many in the military expressed dissatisfaction with the current assignment system.  They felt that the older system gave them more choice in assignment and that they retained more control over their future.  These military members also perceived having less access to information regarding specific assignments under the new assignment system.

Clarifying Value of Education and Training.  Participants expressed many thoughts around this topic.  First, there was a call to reward or incentivize the attainment of advanced degrees, and quite a few commented that this was a standard industry practice.  Second, many stated a desire to pursue degrees but were discouraged by inadequate tuition reimbursement.  Although quite a few stated they were satisfied with educational opportunities, others bemoaned the fact that the government would only pay a portion of actual tuition costs.  For military members, a common theme was the mixed message regarding attainment of doctoral degrees; a number of participants requested clarification on whether attainment was seen as a positive or a negative factor on their career progression.  Many participants felt that training opportunities existed but had to be sought actively.  Others felt the bureaucratic burden of pursuing training was overwhelming and too time consuming.  Finally, a number of people felt that opportunities for, and the quality of, training had diminished within the last few years. 

Impact of Downsizing and Outsourcing on Morale.  A number of participants questioned whether the costs associated with outsourcing were accurately calculated.  Many felt that contractors were receiving far more money to complete their contracts than if DoD workers did the same amount and type of work.  Some felt the government did not consider the uncertainty and destabilization effects these efforts have created.  Many questioned what message they were to interpret if so many jobs were outsourced or eliminated.  Still others expressed the ease of quitting federal employment, doing the same work as a contractor, and getting paid more than as a government employee.  Also, some expressed bitterness that contractors made more money than they did, though there was usually some recognition that contractors generally worked a lot more hours.  

Other Problems Identified.  In addition to the themes listed above, a few more were expressed frequently enough to warrant inclusion here.  These included the “inflexible personnel system,” which many felt was a detriment to receiving training and receiving accurate appraisals.  Some indicated that they spent too much time wrangling with bureaucratic systems to accomplish simple tasks.  Also, there were comments regarding the difficulty in filling certain positions; current employees have little influence on hiring people who may have the specific skills necessary for a particular job.  This often led to comments about the inability to rapidly hire new people; unlike private industry, it often takes months to hire an interested job candidate. Another concern is the backlog of incoming employees to receive their security clearances.  Many felt that this too took far too long and was a detriment in maintaining potential employees’ interest in government employment. There were many comments about the lack of good leadership (less from the military members) and the frustration of having non-technical supervisors, who knew little of what S&E’s actually did.  Many military members complained that civilian supervisors impeded their progression as officers, since they knew little of the military system.  Conversely, a number of civilian employees complained of military supervisors who knew little about civilian personnel policies.  Finally, the majority of both civilian and military participants spoke about the lack of mentors they could rely on for technical and career advice. 

The views and opinions expressed herein are strictly those of Air Force military and civilian scientists and engineers who voluntarily participated in Focus Groups conducted at various Air Force locations. This report does not in any way represent an official position of the United States Air Force or the Department of Defense.  








