
H
u

m
a

n
 

C
a

p
i

t
a

l
 

S
e

r
i

e
s

Stephanie C. Payne
Assistant Professor of Psychology, Texas A&M University

Ann H. Huffman
Doctoral Student in Psychology, Texas A&M University

Trueman R. Tremble, Jr.
Research Psychologist, U.S. Army Research Institute for
the Behavioral and Social Sciences

The Influence of Organizational
Commitment on Officer 
Retention: A 12-Year Study 
of U.S. Army Officers

N O V E M B E R  2 0 0 2





1

The Influence of Organizational
Commitment on Officer
Retention: A 12-Year Study 
of U.S. Army Officers

H U M A N  C A P I T A L  S E R I E S

Stephanie C. Payne
Assistant Professor of Psychology
Texas A&M University

Ann H. Huffman
Doctoral Student in Psychology
Texas A&M University

Trueman R. Tremble, Jr.
Research Psychologist
U.S. Army Research Institute for the Behavioral
and Social Sciences

December 2002



2

THE INFLUENCE OF ORGANIZATIONAL COMMITMENT ON OFFICER RETENTION



3

THE INFLUENCE OF ORGANIZATIONAL COMMITMENT ON OFFICER RETENTION

T A B L E  O F  C O N T E N T S

Foreword ..............................................................................................4

Executive Summary ..............................................................................5

Introduction ........................................................................................7
Understanding the Problem..............................................................7
Understanding the Study ..................................................................8

Retention Factors ..............................................................................11
Officers Self-Reported Career Intentions ........................................12
Organizational Commitment ..........................................................14

Study Findings ....................................................................................18
Research Questions........................................................................18
Major Findings ..............................................................................19

Recommendations..............................................................................22
Recommendation 1: Increase Officers’ Perceptions of 

Organizational Supportiveness and Fairness ..............................22
Recommendation 2: Increase Officers’ Feelings of Personal

Importance and Competence ....................................................23
Recommendation 3: Reduce Work-Family Conflict and Offer 

More Family-Friendly Policies ....................................................23
Recommendation 4: Increase the Costs Associated with Leaving 

the Army ....................................................................................24
Recommendation 5: Make the Army Appear More Attractive 

Than Other Employment Options ..............................................24
Conclusion ....................................................................................25

Appendix I: Study Methods and Descriptive Statistics ......................26

Appendix II: Statistical Tables and Figures ........................................30

Endnotes ............................................................................................42

Bibliography ......................................................................................43

About the Authors..............................................................................47

Key Contact Information....................................................................49



4

THE INFLUENCE OF ORGANIZATIONAL COMMITMENT ON OFFICER RETENTION

F O R E W O R D

December 2002

On behalf of the IBM Endowment for The Business of Government, we are pleased to present this report,
“The Influence of Organizational Commitment on Officer Retention: A 12-Year Study of U.S. Army
Officers” by Stephanie C. Payne, Ann H. Huffman, and Trueman R. Tremble, Jr. 

While the report focuses on how the United States Army can increase its retention rate for officers, the
report’s recommendations appear applicable to all government organizations. While much attention is 
now being focused on the issue of the potential retirement “wave” of senior career civil servants, a major
implication of this report is that the entire federal government, including the military, should now focus
increased attention on retaining individuals who have completed 10 to 20 years of federal service. The 
government has already made a substantial investment in these individuals, and with additional effort, it 
is likely that government will be able to retain these individuals until retirement. 

The major finding from this report is that by increasing organizational commitment to individuals within 
an organization, the organization is more likely to retain them. This finding translates into a series of 
recommendations that can be undertaken by all organizations desiring to increase retention rates. Three 
recommendations appear applicable to all organizations. First, organizations must take actions to show
their employees that they are supportive of them. Examples of such actions include creating mentoring 
programs and providing training and development opportunities. Second, organizations must give their
employees opportunities to make a major contribution to their organizations. Thus, the recent trends toward
employee “empowerment” and “job enlargement” appear to be major factors in the retention of employees.
Third, all organizations must continue to reduce work-family conflicts and offer more family-friendly policies. 

While the report focuses specifically on the United States Army, we trust that this report will be useful and
informative to executives throughout government engaged in the strategic management of human capital, a
major component of the President’s Management Agenda. There is much that civilian government organiza-
tions can learn from the experience of their military counterparts.

Paul Lawrence Ian Littman
Co-Chair, IBM Endowment for Co-Chair, IBM Endowment for
The Business of Government The Business of Government
paul.lawrence@us.ibm.com ian.littman@us.ibm.com
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In an effort to inform the public sector, particularly
the U.S. Army, about how to retain an outstanding
workforce in the 21st century, this report seeks a
further understanding of whether organizational
commitment can predict the retention of Army offi-
cers over time. In particular, we examine two pri-
mary components of organizational commitment:
(1) the want factor, or the extent to which employ-
ees want to remain in the organization, which is
based on the employees’ emotional attachment to,
identification with, and involvement in the organi-
zation, and (2) the need factor, or the extent to
which employees need to remain in the organiza-
tion, which is based on an awareness of the costs
associated with leaving the organization.1

Through data collected by the U.S. Army Research
Institute for the Behavioral and Social Sciences over
the course of 12 years (1988–2000), we answer 
the following three primary research questions con-
cerning the predictive validity of organizational
commitment.

1. How long does it take for organizational com-
mitment to develop and at what point in an
officer’s career does it stabilize?

2. How do the various components of organiza-
tional commitment differentially relate to
career intentions and actual turnover behavior?

3. Does organizational commitment interact with
job satisfaction and demographic variables
when predicting turnover?

The key findings of this report are summarized
below:

• The single best predictor of retention was an
employee’s self-expressed intentions to stay or
leave the organization.

• Both the want and the need factors initially
developed in the first year of service as indi-
cated by the relatively high levels reported in
the first year.

• Both the want and the need factors decreased
between the first and second years of service,
stabilizing shortly thereafter.

• The periods of time when the want and need
factors grew and developed varied. The want
factor grew between the third and eighth years
of service, while the need factor grew between
the fourth and ninth years of service. This sug-
gests that the time between the fourth and
eighth years of service was a significant period
of growth for employees’ feelings of commit-
ment to their organization.

• Both the want and the need factors correlated
strongly with retention variables. The magni-
tude of the correlations was quite similar, with
a slight advantage for the want factor. In terms
of long-term prediction, the want factor main-
tained stronger correlations with career inten-
tions over time than the need factor.

• Job satisfaction and organizational commit-
ment did not interact when predicting career

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y
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intentions or retention in the Army. These vari-
ables independently predicted retention. This
suggests that the influence of one is not depen-
dent on the other.

• The want factor interacted with rank when 
predicting retention in the Army. In other
words, the influence of the want factor on
retention depended upon the rank of the offi-
cer. More specifically, the want factor had an
even stronger relationship with retention for
more-senior officers than junior officers.

• The need factor interacted with family financial
responsibilities when predicting retention in
the Army. In other words, the influence of 
the need factor on retention depended upon
the officers’ family financial responsibilities.
More specifically, the need factor had an even
stronger relationship with retention for officers
who have more family responsibilities.

Given these findings, we offer the following five
recommendations for increasing the want and the
need factors with the expectation that higher levels
of commitment will in turn lead to stronger inten-
tions to remain in the Army and, ultimately, higher
levels of retention.

The first three recommendations are directed at
increasing the want factor. It is particularly impor-
tant to initiate these efforts during an officer’s first
year in the Army and reinforce them between the
third and eighth years of service.

1. Increase officers’ perceptions of organizational
supportiveness and fairness.
Officers are likely to feel more loyal to the Army if
they feel the Army values their individual contribu-
tions, cares about their well-being, and treats them
fairly. The primary way to enhance these percep-
tions is through just distribution of praise, rewards,
and promotions.

2. Increase officers’ feelings of personal impor-
tance and competence.
The want factor is also likely to be enhanced when
officers feel they make important contributions to
the Army. Officer perceptions of importance and
competence are facilitated by challenging job
responsibilities that require participative decision

making and judgments. These feelings are also
enhanced through promotions.

3. Reduce work-family conflict and offer more
family-friendly policies.
Work-family conflict describes the role pressures
an officer can feel when work and family domains
are mutually incompatible. Eliminating ambiguity
on the job can reduce this. In addition, a number
of family-friendly practices and policies can be
adopted to facilitate the ability of officers to bal-
ance both work and family. In addition to offering
these policies, it is important that officers are made
aware of them and that the officers who are most
likely to benefit from them are encouraged to take
advantage of them.

The last two recommendations are intended to ele-
vate the need factor. These actions should be con-
sidered during an officer’s first year in the Army and
between the fourth and ninth years of service.

4. Increase the costs associated with leaving the
Army.
Whenever an officer feels the costs of leaving the
Army outweigh the benefits, he or she is more
likely to remain. Costs include time, effort, status,
benefits, and stability.

5. Make the Army appear more attractive than
other employment options.
Officers who perceive the Army as more appealing
than employment alternatives in the civilian sector
will be more committed to the Army and less likely
to separate. One way to do this is to emphasize 
the unique perks one is entitled to as a member of
the Army.
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The public sector needs to attract and retain an
outstanding workforce in the 21st century. The
workplace is ever changing, and this has implica-
tions for obtaining and maintaining a workforce of
talented personnel. To attract talent, management
needs to be knowledgeable of the values and needs
of today’s workers as well as what the competition
has to offer. To retain such talented personnel,
management needs to know what contributes to
employee turnover and how to utilize this informa-
tion to its advantage. This report examines one
characteristic that differentiates “stayers” from
“leavers”—that is, how committed they are to 
their organization.

Understanding the Problem

Military Retention
One of the most significant demonstrations of pub-
lic service is pursuing a career in the armed forces.
Every year over 200,000 men and women become
members of one of the branches of the military
(Department of Defense, 1996). Like all other pub-
lic sector organizations, the military has a need to
attract and retain talented personnel. In particular,
the military has a need to develop and maintain
personnel who are highly motivated and capable
for military service.

The need to maintain a ready military has become
particularly salient since the September 11, 2001,
terrorists attacks. As a result of these tragic events,
the United States has entered into a “War on
Terrorism” in an effort to prevent future terrorist
activities and to maintain national security. As long

as there are potential threats to the United States
and our allies, we must ensure we have a military
presence ready and willing to protect our country
and all that it stands for. This means recruiting and
retaining the best of the best.

It is important to acknowledge that pursuing a
career in the military can be quite different from
pursuing a career in the civilian sector. In an
attempt to identify the characteristics and motiva-
tions of individuals who are likely to select the mil-
itary as a career, Tziner (1983) pointed out some
unique characteristics of the military to include the
hierarchical decision-making structure; the three
reinforcement systems (punishment, indoctrination,
and advancement); the importance of ideology
(national security); and prevalent values such as
cooperation, mutual dependency, comradeship,
and altruistic self-sacrifice.

The unique conditions of military service pose dis-
tinct challenges for ensuring retention and mini-
mizing turnover. Becoming a member of the armed
services can involve a long-term obligation to a life
requiring travel, frequent relocation, and selfless-
ness in the execution of life-threatening duties. As 
a result, the military is continually faced with reten-
tion challenges and eager to find ways to reduce
turnover.

Retention has been a top priority for the Department
of Defense (DoD) since the early 1990s and remains
a top priority (DoD, 2001). Both recruitment and
retention have been referred to as “major manage-
ment challenges” in the DoD’s performance plans
(Saldarini, 1999). Accordingly, the DoD’s Office of

Introduction2
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Force Management Policy has established a
Retention Working Group to address increased
concerns about retention.

Why is retention a concern? Statistical trends sug-
gest that the majority of soldiers, sailors, airmen,
and marines leave by the end of their initial obliga-
tion (typically three to four years; Wigdor & Green,
1991). As a result, the military is consistently faced
with recruiting and training new personnel to
replace these individuals.

While numerous studies have been conducted on
retention in the military, the General Accounting
Office (GAO) has encouraged the Defense Depart-
ment to continue its recent efforts to establish stan-
dard data and measures of retention across services
and to monitor retention trends (GAO, 2000).

U.S. Army Retention
This report focuses specifically on retention in the
U.S. Army. Compared to the other branches of the
military, the Army maintains the largest number 
of active duty members. According to the Defense
Department (2002), the Army contains 34.5 percent
of our active duty military strength. This can be
compared with 27.4 percent in the Navy, 25.5 per-
cent in the Air Force, 12.5 percent in the Marine
Corps, and 2.6 percent in the Coast Guard.
Although more military members serve in the Army,
aggregate retention rates across the four primary
services (Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines) are
relatively similar (U.S. GAO, 2000). This report 
also focuses specifically on officer retention in the
U.S. Army. Officers are leaders in the military. As 
a result, this report focuses on retaining the leaders
of tomorrow.

Military leaders have reported significant problems
with retention particularly among personnel with
critical skills such as pilots. For the Army, retention
has recently been identified as a significant prob-
lem in three health care occupational groups:
nurses, dentists, and health service administrators
(U.S. GAO, 2000). Retention rates also vary consid-
erably among certain career stage groups. For
example, GAO recently reported that retention
rates for late-career officers (between 15 and 19
years of service) in the Army, Navy, and Air Force
experienced significant declines as compared to
retention rates for early- or mid-career officers.

While the majority of officers leave by the end 
of their first obligation, some officers choose to
remain and devote their entire career to a military
occupation and lifestyle. What differentiates these
individuals from one another? Why do some offi-
cers remain in the Army while others leave? These
questions are the focus of this report.

Understanding the Study

Two Surveys
Data to address these kinds of questions are avail-
able from an ongoing, longitudinal study of officer
career-related issues, which is being conducted by
the U.S. Army Research Institute for the Behavioral
and Social Sciences. Over a period of 12 years
(1988–2000), seven mail surveys, initially referred
to as the Longitudinal Research on Officer Careers
(LROC) and more recently as the Survey of Officer
Careers (SOC), were distributed to thousands of
officers of varying rank in the different branches.
The sampling strategy for each subsequent survey
sought to maximize multiple responses from the
same officers so that longitudinal trends could 
be examined. Details on the sampling plan 
and methodology, sample sizes, response rates, 
and some descriptive statistics can be found in
Appendix I. Despite some variation, there was con-
siderable continuity in the questionnaire items that
were administered in the surveys. Questionnaire
items of particular interest to this report focus on
organizational commitment, career intentions, job
satisfaction, and demographic characteristics.

The survey archive was further supplemented with
data from the Officer Longitudinal Research Data-
base, a personnel database on all the officers in the
Army. Variables of particular interest to this report
include the year the officer entered service (ranged
from 1970 to 2000), source of commissioning,
length of initial obligation, and separation dates
through September 30, 2000.

While previous research has demonstrated signifi-
cant relationships between job attitudes like job
satisfaction and organizational commitment and
retention, this report is unique in that it examines
survey data from seven distinct points in time,
allowing for a more comprehensive examination 
of the predictive validity of organizational commit-
ment and its components.
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While previous research has also been conducted
on the survey archive examined in this study, most
research has focused on the cross-sectional sam-
ples corresponding to the year in which the survey
was administered. This research study is unique in
that it:

• Combines the survey data with data from
another organizational archive, allowing for 
an examination of the relationship between
organizational commitment and actual
turnover behavior.

• Examines longitudinal as well as cross-
sectional samples.

• Analyzes data using more complete statistical
analyses such as correlations and regressions
(not just descriptive statistics).

The report first describes the various retention fac-
tors that are likely to contribute to an officer’s deci-
sion to remain in the Army. It then examines the
career intentions of the officers, a very strong pre-
dictor of retention. This is followed by a thorough
description of organizational commitment, defining
its various components and subcomponents as well
as how it is measured in this research study. Next,
three primary research questions exploring the 
longitudinal relationship between organizational
commitment and retention are posed and
answered. Finally, recommendations on how to
retain an excellent workforce are provided to the
U.S. Army and other public sector organizations.

Limitations
It is important to acknowledge limitations to the
current research and the extent to which the find-
ings can be generalized to other populations. In
this study, we used ad hoc measures of organiza-
tional commitment, as opposed to more established
measures from the psychological literature. Griffeth,
Hom, and Gaertner (2000) found that, across
numerous studies, established measures of organi-
zational commitment generate higher predictive
validity of turnover than ad hoc measures, making
it more difficult to find significant relationships
with ad hoc measures. On the contrary, the correla-
tions we found with our ad hoc measures are
stronger than those reported in the literature for
established measures. Fortunately, the psychometric
properties of our ad hoc measures are quite similar
to the psychometric properties of Meyer and Allen’s
(1984) validated measure (Tremble, Payne, Finch, 
& Bullis, in press). At the same time, future
research should take advantage of established 
measures whenever possible.

This report focused primarily on organizational
commitment as a predictor of retention. It is impor-
tant to recognize that no single factor determines
an individual’s decision on whether to stay in or
leave the service (e.g., U.S. GAO, 1999). GAO
claims that “the retention decision is complicated,
highly personal, and usually a function of many
factors” (U.S. GAO, 2001a, p. 8). Similarly, psycho-
logical researchers have identified a number of

Additional survey and sample details are provided in Appendix I.

Each survey was a standalone administration/study, providing cross-sectional data for each year it was administered.
Subsequent surveys were mailed to previous survey respondents, generating a number of longitudinal samples as well.

Surveys

Longitudinal Research on Officer Careers (LROC) Survey on Officer Careers (SOC)

Date Sample Size Date Sample Size

1988 5,039 1996 9,146

1989 5,024 1998 8,928

1990 4,535 2000 16,546

1992 4,157
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variables related to turnover to include demo-
graphic variables, job satisfaction, organizational
factors, job content, work environment factors, 
as well as cognitions and behaviors related to the
withdrawal process (Griffeth et al., 2000). As a
result the Defense Department is encouraged to
maintain its view that there is no “one size fits all”
solution to the complex challenge of retaining valu-
able personnel (Saldarini, 2000). Accordingly, a
holistic approach that addresses multiple aspects 
of quality-of-life issues is seen as more effective.

Generalizations
We caution the reader from overgeneralizing our
findings to populations beyond U.S. Army officers.
Within the Army, officers represent approximately
16 percent of the uniformed personnel. We also
acknowledge that our findings may be unique to
officers and may not be generalizable to enlisted
personnel. Previous research comparing Army offi-
cers and enlisted personnel has shown that enlisted
retention rates are lower than officer retention rates
(U.S. GAO, 2000), so retention of enlisted person-
nel is even more of a concern. Previous research
has also shown that organizational commitment
dimensions were more related to officer career
intentions than enlisted career intentions (Sterling &
Allen, 1983). Like officer retention, this suggests that
organizational commitment is not the only variable
that determines retention for enlisted personnel.

While the reader is cautioned from overgeneraliz-
ing the results of this study to other populations,
many of the findings in this study are consistent
with previous research conducted on both military
and civilian samples. For example, it is well docu-
mented that employee self-expressed intentions to
leave the organization is the single best predictor 
of turnover. Additionally, the two factors of organi-
zational commitment—want and need—are also
meaningful to civilians in both the public and pri-
vate sectors. As a result, the general recommenda-
tions provided about how to enhance each of these
factors are likely to be useful and applicable to
retaining employees in the public sector as well.
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Researchers examining retention in both the public
and private sectors have identified a number of
variables that predict whether employees are likely
to stay in their organization. One way to organize
these variables is to use Ajzen’s (1991) theory of
planned behavior, which states that attitudes pre-
dict intentions, which in turn predict behavior. In
other words, attitudes influence behavior through
intentions, so attitudes are more distal predictors 
of retention whereas intentions are more proximal
predictors (see Figure 1). The proximity of the pre-
dictor usually translates into stronger correlations
and, therefore, higher levels of predictive validity.

A wide range of variables has been shown to be
predictive of employee retention (usually examined
as turnover) in the psychological literature. In a
recent meta-analysis, Griffeth et al. (2000) deter-
mined the predictive validity for a comprehensive
list of turnover antecedents. Their analysis included
demographic variables (e.g., age, gender, organiza-
tional tenure); job satisfaction; organization factors
(e.g., compensation, leadership, and co-workers);
work environment factors (e.g., stress); job content;
external environmental factors, as well as cogni-

tions and behaviors related to the withdrawal
process (e.g., organizational commitment).

Consistent with Ajzen’s (1991) theory, Griffeth 
et al. (2000) found that proximal predictors (e.g.,
turnover intentions) in the withdrawal process were
better predictors of turnover than more distal pre-
dictors (e.g., characteristics of the work environ-
ment). More specifically, they found that turnover
intentions is the best predictor of turnover (ρ = .38),
followed by organizational commitment (ρ = -.23),
and then job satisfaction (ρ = -.19). They also
found that the correlation between turnover inten-
tions and turnover is stronger for military personnel
(ρ = .46) than civilians (ρ = .34). This supports pre-

Retention Factors

Figure 1: The Theory of Planned Behavior

Organizational
Commitment

Turnover
Intentions Turnover

Attitudes Intentions Behavior

Career Intentions Survey Question

Which of the following best describes your current
career intentions?

1. I will definitely leave the Army upon comple-
tion of my obligation.

2. I will probably leave the Army upon comple-
tion of my obligation.

3. I am undecided whether I will stay in the Army
upon completion of my obligation.

4. I plan to stay in the Army beyond my obliga-
tion, but am undecided about staying until
retirement.

5. I plan to stay in the Army until retirement (e.g.,
20 years or sooner).

6. I plan to stay in the Army beyond 20 years.
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vious observations that military personnel can more
readily translate their termination decisions into
leaving than can civilians (Hom, Caranikas-Walker,
Prussia, & Griffeth, 1992; Steel & Ovalle, 1984).

Consistent with research in the civilian sector, the
plethora of retention studies on military personnel
has led to the conclusion that no single factor
determines an individual’s decision on whether to
stay in or leave the service (e.g., U.S. GAO, 1999).

Officers’ Self-Reported Career
Intentions
As previously stated, the best predictor of retention
is an employee’s self-expressed intentions to stay 
or leave the organization (Griffeth et al., 2000). In
all seven administrations of the LROC/SOC surveys,
officers were asked to respond to the following
question on a 6-point scale: Which of the following
best describes your current career intentions? (6 = I
plan to stay in the Army beyond 20 years, 1 = I will
definitely leave the Army upon completion of my
obligation.)

In an effort to see how historical trends might
impact officer career intentions, we first examined
officer responses to this question relative to the
year in which they completed the survey. Table 1
depicts the percentage of officers who chose each
of the six response options in each survey.

Our first observation when looking at the data in
Table 1 is that the most frequently chosen response
(shaded) in every survey administration was to stay
in the Army until retirement (e.g., 20 years) with the
exception of 1998 and 2000, in which the most fre-
quently chosen response was to stay beyond 20
years. It is also interesting to note that the majority
of officers (at least 70 percent) reported plans to stay
beyond their initial obligation (one of the first three
response options). Based on this information, it
appears that officer career intentions have not
changed dramatically between 1988 and 2000. In
fact, the most recent data suggests that even more
officers intend to remain in the Army beyond 20
years. Such results are quite promising for the Army.

It is important to note that Table 1 is a cross-
sectional look at the data for each survey adminis-
tration. It does not take into consideration that
some of the same officers responded to more than
one survey, nor does it account for a number of
other variables that relate to career intentions such
as organizational tenure (Cohen, 1991). Given this,
officer career intentions were examined two other
ways in an effort to further illuminate any changes
over time as a function of historical trends.

First, the amount of time an officer has served
(tenure) is likely to relate to his or her career inten-
tions. We took this into consideration by examining
only the officers who were in their first year of 

Table 1: Career Intentions by Survey Administration Year

1988 1989 1990 1992 1996 1998 2000
(5,039) (5,024) (4,535) (4,157) (9,146) (8,928) (16,546)

Beyond 20 years 20.2% 22.2% 22.5% 23.0% 29.1% 38.0% 35.5%

Until retirement 26.8% 30.9% 33.3% 36.2% 32.8% 34.1% 33.4%

Beyond obligation 25.0% 21.0% 17.4% 17.7% 17.9% 13.1% 13.1%

Undecided beyond obligation 11.7% 10.3% 10.3% 8.1% 8.7% 5.6% 6.8%

Probably leave after obligation 7.8% 7.2% 8.1% 5.3% 5.5% 3.8% 4.6%

Definitely leave after obligation 8.6% 8.6% 8.4% 9.7% 6.1% 5.4% 6.6%

Note: Numbers do not always add up to 100% because of rounding. The number in parentheses represents the number of respon-
dents for each survey administration.
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service (see Table 2). Accordingly, an individual
officer’s career intentions could be measured only
once and therefore depicted in one cell of Table 2.

Table 2 also shows a fair amount of consistency in
the officers’ reports of their career intentions across
the survey years. However, unlike Table 1, which
depicts all officers who responded to a given sur-
vey, Table 2 reports only results for officers in their
first year of service. It appears that the majority of
first-year officers (at least 50 percent) were either
planning to stay beyond their first obligation or
undecided about staying beyond their first obliga-
tion. Interestingly, the officers’ responses tended 
to fall into relatively equal quartiles, with approxi-
mately 25 percent of the officers reporting plans 
to stay until retirement or beyond, 25 percent plan-
ning to stay beyond their first obligation, 25 per-
cent undecided about staying beyond their first
obligation, and 25 percent planning to leave after
their obligation is complete. The 25 percent that
are undecided are probably the most likely to be
enticed into staying and therefore a potentially
fruitful sample to target for retention-oriented 
interventions.

Another way to look at these data is to take into
consideration generational influences or trends. The
generation most likely to respond to this set of sur-
veys is a cohort of individuals frequently referred to

as Generation X (individuals born between 1964
and 1975). Unfortunately, Generation Xers have
been criticized for job hopping and a lack of loy-
alty to their employer. However, a survey in late
2000 by Catalyst Research Group revealed that 47
percent of the 1,300 Generation X civilian workers
surveyed reported they would be very happy to
spend the rest of their careers at their current 
organizations (Gen X, 2001). To compare how
Generation Xers feel about a career in the military,
we looked at Generation X officers’ responses to
the career-intention question in each survey.

Table 3 depicts Generation X officers’ career inten-
tions across the seven surveys. It should be noted
that the number of Generation X officers captured
in each survey increases substantially over time
from 850 officers in 1988 to 8,380 officers in 2000.
On a whole, these data do not support the myth
that Generation X workers are less loyal. With the
exception of the 1988 survey (in which the most
frequently chosen response option was undecided
about staying beyond the initial obligation), the
most frequently chosen response was to stay
beyond the initial obligation or to stay until retire-
ment. Interestingly, the percentage of officers
reporting plans to stay until retirement increased
almost threefold—from 10.7 percent in 1988 to
28.8 percent in 2000. Similar to the data collected
by Catalyst Research Group on civilian Generation

Table 2: First-Year Officers’ Career Intentions by Survey Administration Year

1988 1989 1990 1992 1996 1998 2000
(607) (826) (1,031) (613) (1,280) (945) (669)

Beyond 20 years 10.4% 12.5% 14.1% 16.8% 19.1% 19.5% 18.8%

Until retirement 13.0% 15.1% 15.0% 16.0% 18.6% 15.8% 13.6%

Beyond obligation 27.0% 24.3% 24.0% 25.8% 23.9% 25.5% 27.7%

Undecided beyond obligation 26.7% 25.4% 25.7% 25.6% 24.5% 24.8% 23.5%

Probably leave after obligation 15.3% 14.3% 13.1% 10.3% 8.8% 8.0% 10.2%

Definitely leave after obligation 7.6% 8.4% 8.1% 5.5% 5.1% 6.5% 6.3%

Note: Numbers do not always add up to 100% because of rounding. The number in parentheses represents the number of first-year
officers who responded to each survey administration.



14

THE INFLUENCE OF ORGANIZATIONAL COMMITMENT ON OFFICER RETENTION

X workers in 2000, 48 percent of the officers in
2000 planned to pursue a career in the Army 
(28.8 percent “until retirement” plus 19.2 percent
“beyond 20 years”).

To further illuminate the predictive validity of
career intentions, we correlated the officers’
responses to the career-intentions question with the
total number of years served. It should be noted
again that our retention data were current through
September 30, 2000. Consistent with Griffeth et
al.’s (2000) findings, we found a strong positive 
correlation between career intentions and total
years served (ranging from .48 in 1996 to .57 in
1988) in all seven survey administrations. This indi-
cates that the longer the officers reported they
intended to stay in the Army, the more time they
actually served.

It is clear that a simple report of intentions to stay
or leave is a fairly strong predictor of officer reten-
tion; however, this is not the only factor that con-
tributes to an officer’s decision. What determines
an officer’s career intentions? In the next section,
we describe a predictor of both career intentions
and turnover: organizational commitment.

Organizational Commitment
Organizational commitment is defined as 
“a psychological state that (a) characterizes the
employee’s relationship with the organization and
(b) has implications for the decision to continue
membership in the organization” (Meyer & Allen,
1991; p. 67). A highly committed employee is
loyal, willing to work toward organizational objec-
tives, and more likely to stay in an organization
than an employee who is less committed.

Organizational researchers and psychologists are
not the only ones who have recognized the impor-
tance of organizational commitment to retention.
High-ranking military officials have also recognized
and commented on the importance of this job 
attitude. For example, in his 1996 Annual Defense
Report to the President and Congress, then
Secretary of Defense William S. Perry stated, “The
United States military maintains superior readiness
and is the best-trained and best-equipped fighting
force in the world. Advanced weapons give U.S.
armed forces tremendous advantages, but U.S.
national security ultimately relies on the quality
and commitment of the men and women who
serve in uniform and of the civilian employees 
who support them” (p. 1 of Chapter 12: Personnel;
italics added for emphasis).

Table 3: Generation X Officers’ Career Intentions by Survey Administration Year

1988 1989 1990 1992 1996 1998 2000
(850) (1,046) (1,311) (1,353) (5,234) (2,868) (8,380)

Beyond 20 years 8.8% 10.1% 12.4% 14.0% 19.5% 21.5% 19.2%

Until retirement 10.7% 10.9% 15.0% 20.4% 22.6% 28.8% 28.8%

Beyond obligation 26.2% 27.4% 24.9% 29.0% 26.7% 24.4% 22.8%

Undecided beyond obligation 27.1% 21.5% 19.6% 15.4% 13.0% 11.1% 11.1%

Probably leave after obligation 17.1% 14.1% 13.7% 9.5% 8.8% 6.5% 7.2%

Definitely leave after obligation 10.1% 15.9% 14.3% 11.7% 9.4% 7.7% 10.8%

Note: Numbers do not always add up to 100% because of rounding. The number in parentheses represents the number of Generation
X officers who responded to each survey administration.
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Organizational psychologists Meyer and Allen
(1997) have differentiated between three states or
components of organizational commitment. These
three components differ in terms of the sources of
attraction for relationship with the organization and
are referred to as the affective, continuance, and
normative commitment.3 Due to the data available
in the surveys administered, this report focuses on
affective commitment, which will be referred to as
the want factor, and continuance commitment,
which will be referred to as the need factor. Each
of these components and their subcomponents will
be described in more detail in the next section.

The Want Factor
The want factor refers to the employee’s emotional
attachment to, identification with, and involvement
in the organization (Meyer & Allen, 1997). It reflects
an agreement with and willingness to work toward
organizational goals and values. Individuals who
are highly loyal identify with the organization and
desire to be a part of it. As a result, they remain in
the organization because they want to and doing
so allows them to fulfill their occupational needs
(Tziner, 1983).

The want factor is particularly meaningful to Army
officers. The Army maintains a core set of seven
values: loyalty, duty, respect, selfless service, honor,
integrity, and personal courage. Every officer is

expected to adopt these values and live by them
day in and day out. In fact, many officers feel they
should retain these values even after they retire
from the Army. When officers behave in ways that
exhibit these values, this suggests they identify with
the Army and feel a strong sense of allegiance
toward the Army.

The LROC/SOC surveys contained items that asked
respondents to describe the extent to which they
identified with the Army, had positive emotional
feelings about their relationship with the Army, 
and felt a part of the Army. While these items were
not specifically written to measure organizational
commitment, they were written to measure atti-
tudes that were judged to represent the definition
of Meyer and Allen’s (1984) affective commitment.
Given this, we tested the extent to which these
items measured the Meyer and Allen construct.
Our analyses demonstrated that the scale generated
from items in the LROC/SOC surveys has very simi-
lar psychometric properties to Meyer and Allen’s
Affective Commitment Scale and therefore could
be used as a surrogate measure of the want factor
(Tremble et al., in press).

The importance of having loyal employees has 
also been conveyed by author Frederick Reichheld
in three recent books: Loyalty Effect: The Hidden
Force Behind Growth, Profits, and Lasting Value;

U.S. Army Values

Loyalty—Bear true faith and allegiance to the U.S.
Constitution, the Army, your unit, and other soldiers.

Duty—Fulfill your obligations.

Respect—Treat people as they should be treated.

Selfless Service—Put the welfare of the nation, the
Army, and your subordinates before your own.

Honor—Live up to all the Army values.

Integrity—Do what’s right, legally and morally.

Personal Courage—Face fear, danger, and adver-
sity (physical or moral).

Want Factor Survey Items

1. Civilians are more likely to share my values
and beliefs than other officers. (R)

2. One of the things I value most about the Army
is the sense of community or camaraderie I
feel.

3. I would discourage a close friend from joining
the Army. (R)

4. I can count on Army people to help out when
needed.

5. I am quite proud to tell people I am in the
Army.

6. I feel I am really a part of the Army organization.

(R) = Reverse coded item.
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The Quest for Loyalty: Creating Value through
Partnership; and Loyalty Rules! How Today’s
Leaders Build Lasting Relationships.

The Need Factor
The need factor refers to an awareness of the costs
associated with leaving the organization, which
leads to a feeling of being stuck in the organization
(Meyer & Allen, 1997). This component of commit-
ment has been associated with the side bets or
investments an employee makes with an organiza-
tion (Becker, 1960), as well as constraints and an
absence of alternatives (Tziner, 1983). Individuals
with high levels of the need factor “stake some
unrelated aspect of their lives in continued organi-
zational membership” (Reichers, 1985, p. 467). 
As a result, these employees remain in the organi-
zation because they need to.

The need factor is typically measured with survey
items that describe how difficult it would be for an
employee to leave their current organization, the
sacrifices associated with leaving, and the extent 
to which other alternatives are available. The most
frequently used scale to measure this construct is
Meyer and Allen’s (1984) Continuance Commitment
Scale. While this particular scale was not included
in the LROC/SOC surveys, the survey items that
were administered were written to measure atti-
tudes that were judged to represent the definition
of continuance commitment. Given this, we tested
the extent to which a scale based on these items
measured the same construct as that measured by
Meyer and Allen’s scale. Our analyses suggested
support of the use of this scale as a surrogate mea-
sure of the need factor (Tremble et al., in press).

Research using Meyer and Allen’s (1984) Continuance
Commitment Scale has found that it comprises two
related dimensions—one reflecting high personal
sacrifice and the other a lack of alternatives (Bullis
& Wong, 1994; Dunham, Grube, & Castaneda,
1994; Hackett, Bycio, & Hausdorf, 1994; Magazine,
Williams, & Williams, 1996; McGee & Ford, 1987;
Meyer, Allen, & Gellatly, 1990; Somers, 1993).
Similarly, the need factor scale used in this research
is also comprised of these same two dimensions
(Tremble et al., in press). These dimensions can be
used as subscales of the need factor and will be
referred to as transition and attraction factors.

Transition Factors
The transition factor reflects the investments indi-
viduals have with their employer. The longer indi-
viduals are on the job, the more likely they are to
accumulate personal and professional investments
that would be lost or they would have to sacrifice 
if they left the job. These investments are primarily
time and effort, which translate into status (Louis,
1980; Vardi, 1980), as well as benefits (e.g., retire-
ment). Another sacrifice if they left might be job
security, or the peace of mind of a regular pay-
check to provide for themselves and their family
(Whitenar & Walz, 1993).

Transition factors have significant meaning to Army
officers, as military members and their families are
entitled to unique perks that civilians are not typi-
cally privy to, such as a housing allowance, access
to the commissary and exchange, as well as com-

Need Factor Survey Items

Transition Factors

1. It would be difficult for me to find a good civil-
ian job right now, considering my own qualifi-
cations and current labor market conditions.

2. It would be difficult for me to leave the Army in
the next year or so, given my current personal
or family situation.

3. It would be difficult for me financially to be
unemployed for two or three months if I
needed time to find a new job.

Attraction Factors

4. The opportunities to advance are better in the
military, compared to a civilian job that I could
realistically expect to get.

5. The overall standard of living is better in the
military, compared to a civilian job that I could
realistically expect to get.

6. The overall quality of life is better in the mili-
tary, compared to a civilian job that I could
realistically expect to get.

7. Personal freedom is better in the military, com-
pared to a civilian job that I could realistically
expect to get.
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prehensive medical care. At the same time, prelimi-
nary findings from an ongoing study of military
benefits by the GAO indicated the military’s bene-
fits package is comparable to the benefits packages
offered by most private companies (Williams, 2002).

Officers who serve 20 years in the Army are also
entitled to generous retirement benefits, which
include pay and medical treatment for themselves
and their families. Some mid-career officers who
have served approximately 12 years in the Army
have referred to such benefits as “golden hand-
cuffs” (Freedberg, 1999b).

It should be noted that the 1996 Military Retire-
ment Reform Act, bitterly referred to by some ser-
vice members as “Redux,” significantly reduced
retirement benefits for any service member
inducted after August 1, 1996. According to this
act, service members who retire with 20 years of
service receive 40 percent of basic pay instead of
50 percent. It also reduced annual cost-of-living
adjustments in retiree checks. Such changes have
likely impacted the transition component of the
need factor for officers in the service at that time.

Attraction Factors
Attraction factors reflect the extent to which there
are other employment opportunities available to
the individual and how attractive these alternatives
are relative to one’s current employment situation.
Individuals with a strong need to remain perceive a
lack of attractive alternatives. Attraction factors also
have a special meaning for Army officers. Typically,
attraction factors are conveyed as opportunities for
employment in the civilian workforce.

The skills officers acquire in the Army are often
touted as transferable and marketable to the civil-
ian sector. Consequently, available employment
alternatives have recently been posed as a particu-
lar concern for military personnel in occupations
critical to defense readiness. For instance, GAO
conducted a survey in 1999 of active duty person-
nel in occupations such as electronic equipment
repair, communication and intelligence, and
mechanical equipment repair. This survey revealed
that service members in these retention-critical
occupations had more positive perceptions of the
marketability of their skills in the civilian world 

and were more optimistic about their prospects for
civilian employment. GAO reported: “To the extent
they possess marketable skills, it is more likely 
they are being ‘pulled out’ of the military by 
more attractive civilian opportunities” (U.S. GAO,
2001b, p. 2).

More recently, the DoD (2001) acknowledged 
specific retention challenges in highly technical
jobs such as communications/computers, aviation
maintenance, information technology, electronics,
intelligence analysis, and linguistics. Acknowledging
the influence of having employment options, DoD
officials pointed out that “the level of technical
training and hands-on experience provided to per-
sonnel makes them very competitive in the private
sector” (p. F-2).

At the same time there is also some evidence to
suggest that the longer one stays in the military, 
the less alternative occupational careers he or she
may have (Louis, 1980). This may be the result of
acquiring very narrow and specific knowledge and
skills that are only applicable to military readiness.
However, it is possible that these findings apply
more to enlisted soldiers than officers, who tend to
develop and use less of their technical skills and
more of their leadership skills later in their careers.
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Research Questions
The objective of this report is to examine the influ-
ence of organizational commitment on retention 
in the U.S. Army over the course of 12 years. The
underlying goal of this investigation is to gain a
deeper understanding of the development and
influence of organizational commitment, which
will contribute to the Army’s ability to develop 
officer commitment, which will in turn enhance 
its ability to retain the most talented officers.

It has been suggested that the development of 
organizational commitment is a gradual process
(Mowday, Porter, & Steers, 1982). Based on their
review of the empirical literature, Mathieu and
Zajac (1990) emphasized a need for research,
which determines “how organizational commit-
ment develops over time and what factors are 
most critical to employees at various career stages”
(p. 191). Based on these views, longitudinal studies
appear to hold promise for understanding the
development of organizational commitment.

While previous longitudinal studies of organiza-
tional commitment have been conducted, very 
few studies have examined its influence beyond the
first 12 months of employment. This is a problem,
because some research evidence suggests that the
factors that determine an employee’s commitment
do not stabilize until employees complete their ini-
tial socialization period, which for many occupa-
tions is more than 12 months (Bauer, Morrison, 
& Callister, 1998). In addition, at least one study
found that organizational commitment did not 
stabilize before 30 months of employment (Van

Maanen, 1975). As a result, little is known about
when job attitudes stabilize and to what extent they
predict retention beyond the first year of employ-
ment. Accordingly, this research project seeks to
answer these questions and further managers’
understanding of how to retain the most qualified
workforce in the public sector.

The objective of this report will be achieved by
answering the following three research questions:

1. How long does it take for organizational 
commitment to develop and at what point in an
officer’s career does it stabilize? 
We expect organizational commitment to take a
minimum of one year to develop and for it to stabi-
lize after the officer has completed his or her first
obligation.

2. How do the various components of organiza-
tional commitment differentially relate to career
intentions and actual turnover behavior? 
We hypothesize that the want factor is the most sta-
ble component of organizational commitment and
therefore the most fruitful longitudinal predictor 
of retention.

3. Does organizational commitment interact with
job satisfaction and demographic variables when
predicting turnover? 
We hypothesize that job satisfaction will interact
with the want factor to predict turnover such that
the officers who have high levels of commitment
(specifically the want factor) and job satisfaction will

THE INFLUENCE OF ORGANIZATIONAL COMMITMENT ON OFFICER RETENTION

Study Findings
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be most likely to remain in the Army. Demographic
variables are not expected to interact significantly
with organizational commitment.

Major Findings
The results of our study suggest that officer career
intentions have not changed dramatically between
1988 and 2000. Across the seven surveys adminis-
tered, over 70 percent of the officers responding
reported plans to stay beyond their initial obligation.

Career intentions are likely to vary based on where
an officer is in their career at the time of the survey.
Given this, we examined career intentions only for
officers in their first year of service. Interestingly,
first-year officer career intentions consistently fell
into quartiles. Approximately 25 percent of the 
officers reported plans to stay until retirement or
beyond, 25 percent planned to stay beyond their
first obligation, 25 percent were undecided about
staying beyond their first obligation, and 25 percent
planned to leave after their obligation is complete.
The officers who are undecided (25 percent) are
the most likely to be enticed into staying and there-
fore a potentially fruitful sample to target for reten-
tion-oriented interventions early in their careers.

Despite the poor reputation Generation X workers
have regarding loyalty to their employer, almost 50
percent of Generation X officers surveyed in 2000
reported intentions to remain in the Army their
entire career.

Research Question 1

How long does it take for organizational commit-
ment to develop and at what point in an officer’s
career does it stabilize?
Our first research question concerned the amount
of time it takes for organizational commitment to
develop and stabilize. We expected organizational
commitment to take a minimum of one year to
develop and that it would stabilize after the officer
completed his or her first obligation. To answer 
this question, we calculated both the want and the
need factor levels for officers relative to their time
in the service. Given that seven surveys were
administered over the course of 12 years to officers
who entered the service as early as 1970, we were

able to calculate commitment levels through 23
years of service.

Unfortunately, we were not able to fully test our
hypothesis regarding the stability of the want factor
relative to the officer’s first obligation. There were
not enough officers responding to two consecutive
surveys with the same length of obligation to deter-
mine the extent to which commitment stabilization
related to the completion of the first obligation.

We were, however, able to see a number of trends
regarding the development, stability, and decline of
the want and need factors over time. We summa-
rize our results below. Additional details about our
analyses for all research questions are provided in
Appendix II.

The data suggest that both the want and need fac-
tors develop over time. One possible explanation
for the general increase in the need factor over
time is the accumulation of investments or sacri-
fices (transition factors) that officers would have 
to give up if they chose to leave. 
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Answer to Research Question 1

How long does it take for organizational commit-
ment to develop and at what point in an officer’s
career does it stabilize?

• Both the want and need factors initially devel-
oped in the first year of service. The want factor
was stronger by the end of the first year than
the second, third, or fourth years in the service.
The need factor was stronger in the first year
than any other year in an officer’s career.

• Both the want and need factors initially
decreased between the first and second years of
service. The need factor continued to decrease
into the third year. Following these periods of
decline, the want factor initially stabilized
between the second and third years of service,
whereas the need factor initially stabilized
between the third and fourth years of service.

• The periods of time when the want and need
factors grew and developed varied. The want
factor grew between the third and eighth years
of service, while the need factor grew between
the fourth and ninth years of service.
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A number of people have speculated about—and
perhaps even observed—the point in time when
officers feel the need to make a “career decision.”
Given that officers are entitled to retirement bene-
fits if they serve 20 years or more, one might spec-
ulate that a career decision is made at or around
10 years of service. In fact, Rudy de Leon, defense
undersecretary for personnel and readiness in
1999, claimed that managers’ “key challenge is to
get people to stay in that 10-to-12-year period so
that they’ll do 20” (Freedberg, 1999a). Others spec-
ulate the decision point is a little earlier. For exam-
ple, Senator Max Cleland of Georgia claims “when
they get into the eight-to-10-year mark in the mili-
tary, they’ve got young kids.… They’re thinking
about college already. Take care of the kids, and
you keep their parents in uniform” (Freedberg). 

Our data seem to confirm the latter belief that the
decision point occurs between the eighth and 10th
years as the need factor stabilized for a second
time between the eighth and ninth years of service,
reaching its highest level since the first year in the
ninth year.

Research Question 2

How do the various components of organizational
commitment differentially relate to career inten-
tions and actual turnover behavior?
Our second research question sought to determine
which of the organizational commitment compo-
nents was the most fruitful longitudinal predictor 
of career intentions and actual turnover behavior.
We expected the want factor to be the better pre-

dictor when compared to the need factor. To test
this hypothesis, we calculated correlations between
the want factor and three retention variables: career
intentions, obligation completion, and years of ser-
vice relative to the survey completed.

Research Question 3

Does organizational commitment interact with 
job satisfaction and demographic variables when
predicting turnover?
Our final research question explored the extent to
which organizational commitment interacts with
(or depends upon) job satisfaction and demo-
graphic variables. We expected the want factor to
interact with job satisfaction but not demographic
variables. The demographic variables we focused
on were rank and family financial responsibilities.

In summary, this research examines the influence
of organizational commitment over a time period
much longer than previously examined. By deter-
mining the length of time it takes for organizational
commitment to develop and the point at which it
stabilizes within the employees’ tenure in the orga-
nization, managers will have a better understand-
ing of when and how organizational commitment
develops. This understanding will put them in a
better position to facilitate and manage employee
organizational commitment. It informs them as to
when to be concerned about developing versus
maintaining versus changing employee attitudes
about their organization. Accordingly, an organiza-
tion’s ability to retain the most qualified employees
will be enhanced, a particular concern for public
sector organizations in the 21st century.
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Answer to Research Question 2

How do the various components of organizational
commitment differentially relate to career inten-
tions and actual turnover behavior?

• Both the want and the need factors correlated
strongly with all three retention variables. The
magnitude of the correlations was quite similar,
with a slight advantage for the want factor. In
terms of long-term prediction, the want factor
maintained stronger correlations with career
intentions over time than the need factor.
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Answer to Research Question 3

Does organizational commitment interact with job
satisfaction and demographic variables when pre-
dicting turnover?

• Consistent with previous research, job satis-
faction correlated strongly and in a positive
direction with retention. Contrary to previous
research, job satisfaction correlated more
strongly with retention variables than either of
the two organizational commitment factors.

• Job satisfaction and organizational commitment
did not interact when predicting career inten-
tions or retention in the Army. These variables
independently predicted retention. The influ-
ence of one was not dependent on the other.

• The want factor interacted with rank when pre-
dicting retention in the Army. In other words,
the influence of the want factor on retention
depended upon the rank of the officer. More
specifically, the want factor had an even
stronger relationship with retention for more-
senior officers than junior officers.

• The need factor interacted with family financial
responsibilities when predicting retention in the
Army. In other words, the influence of the need
factor on retention depended upon the officers’
family financial responsibilities. More specifi-
cally, the need factor had an even stronger 
relationship with retention for officers who have
more family responsibilities.
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Given the focus of this report is on the predictive
validity of organizational commitment, we offer the
following five recommendations for increasing
organizational commitment with the expectation
that higher levels of commitment will in turn lead
to stronger intentions to remain in the Army and
ultimately higher levels of retention. The first two
recommendations are directed at enhancing the
want factor. The next two recommendations are
designed to increase the need factor. The final 
recommendation is likely to directly impact officer
quality of life, which is likely to indirectly enhance
both the want and need factors.

Meyer and Allen (1997) identified numerous
antecedents to the want factor. They can be catego-
rized into two primary themes: (1) supportiveness
and fairness, and (2) personal importance and 
competence. We believe they may also facilitate
the need factor and offer them as our first two 
recommendations.

Recommendation 1: Increase offi-
cers’ perceptions of organizational
supportiveness and fairness.
First, officers are likely to have high levels of com-
mitment when they perceive the Army is supportive
of them. Organizational support concerns the
extent to which the organization values employee
contributions and cares about their well-being
(Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchinson, & Sowa,
1986). In some ways, organizational support
reflects the extent to which the organization is

“committed” or loyal to the employee. Perceptions
of organizational support are influenced by the
treatment employees receive, particularly with
regard to organizational praise, approval, rewards,
and positive evaluations.

One specific way the Army can convey support to
their officers is to initiate mentoring programs and
buddy systems. A number of studies have demon-
strated a positive relationship between mentoring
and organizational commitment (Aryee, Chay, &
Chew, 1996; Baugh, Lankau, & Scandura, 1996;
Scandura, 1997). Research suggests that mentoring
should be initiated early in the career, and supervi-
sory mentoring facilitates the want factor (Huffman
& Payne, 2002). In addition to setting up a formal
mentoring program, the Army should also consider
training senior officers on how to effectively men-
tor. Mentoring programs for enlisted soldiers have
proven to be effective (Steinberg & Foley, 1999),
and buddy programs appear to be well accepted 
by the soldiers in the infantry branch of the Army
(T. Williams, 2002).

Organizational support is not only important early
in an officer’s career; but it is also crucial during
times of transition and change. This includes the
move to new duty assignments, particularly those in
foreign countries. Leaders should be held account-
able for ensuring that officers receive the support
they need. While most Army units have some type
of sponsorship program available to officers in tran-
sit, the level of support varies tremendously. The
Army should ensure sponsors have access to infor-
mation that will help incoming officers.

THE INFLUENCE OF ORGANIZATIONAL COMMITMENT ON OFFICER RETENTION

Recommendations
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Officers are also likely to have higher levels of
commitment when they feel they are treated fairly.
Fairness includes distributive justice or fairness of
outcomes, results, or ends achieved (e.g., how
rewards are distributed), as well as procedural jus-
tice or fairness of the policies and procedures used
to make decisions (e.g., how it was determined
who received the awards). In the Army, this primar-
ily concerns the way senior officers interact with
and treat junior officers.

Recommendation 2: Increase 
officers’ feelings of personal 
importance and competence.
A second way to enhance the want factor of orga-
nizational commitment is to ensure officers feel
they make important contributions to the Army.
This can be conveyed through the trust the Army
places in their officers to make sound decisions
and judgments. Also, any efforts to provide officers
with competence-enhancing experiences can con-
tribute to feelings of loyalty. Such activities include
giving officers the autonomy to make their own
decisions, providing challenging work assignments
that require a variety of skills, and increasing their
overall responsibilities.

One specific way the Army can enhance officers’
levels of and feelings of competence is through
training. Officers need to feel they have the appro-
priate knowledge and skills needed to perform 
their jobs effectively. In addition, leadership train-
ing should teach senior officers how to convey 
supportiveness, fairness, personal importance, 
and competence to more-junior officers, which 
will in turn facilitate feelings of loyalty.

Organizations can also reward both personal
importance and competence through promotions
and awards. Here again, fairness is crucial. Officers
want to see the individuals they perceive to be
deserving of awards rewarded.

Meyer and Allen (1997) also identified two primary
antecedents of the need factor: investments and
attraction factors. We elaborate on each of these 
as our next two recommendations.

Recommendation 3: Reduce work-
family conflict and offer more 
family-friendly policies.
A final way to enhance organizational commitment
is to reduce work-family conflict and offer more
family-friendly policies. The all-volunteer military
of today tends to be older, married, and more likely
to have children than service members anytime 
in the past (Kitfield, 1998; Freedberg, 1999a). As
depicted in Appendix II, 62 to 75 percent of the
officers responding to the surveys described in this
report were married. Likewise, the number of offi-
cers with children increased from 33 percent in
1988 to 64 percent in 2000. Family is also impor-
tant to Generation X (Gen X, 2001), a cohort well
represented in the Army today.

Consistent with these demographic trends, officers
have expressed concerns about family issues. 
For example, GAO (2001c) reported one of the
main reasons for leaving the military in the 1999
Survey of Active Duty Personnel was the amount 
of personal/family leave time. Fortunately, the
Department of Defense has recognized the impor-
tance of family support to service members and
implemented a number of family-oriented initia-
tives. It appears that the Army realizes that “military
family readiness is essential to total force readi-
ness” (R. Williams, 2002).

One specific way to address officer concerns about
family is to reduce work-family conflict. This is “a
form of interrole conflict in which role pressures
from the work and family domains are mutually
incompatible in some respect” (Greenhaus & Beutell,
1985, p. 77). Some researchers have proposed and
found empirical support that work-family conflict 
is a predictor of organizational commitment. For
example, in a study of male Army soldiers and their
wives, Bourg and Segal (1999) found that Army-
family conflict had both a direct negative effect on
soldier commitment as well as an indirect negative
effect on soldier commitment through spouse 
commitment to the Army. Additionally, they found
“organizational commitment of soldiers is increased
when the military organization is perceived as sup-
porting families and thus contributing to a decrease
in married couples’ perceptions of conflict between
the military and family” (p. 648).
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Another way to address officer concerns about fam-
ily issues is to offer family-friendly policies. Segal
and Harris (1993) suggested a number of family-
friendly policies and practices that the Army can
adopt to include allowing soldiers time off for fam-
ily emergencies and non-emergency family activi-
ties (such as children’s school events), encouraging
and supporting family-oriented work unit activities,
providing means for deployed soldiers to commu-
nicate with their families, providing relocation
assistance, and informing soldiers and spouses
about spouse employment programs. While many
of these policies and practices are currently in
place and well supported, the extent to which offi-
cers are made aware of these programs and have
access to them may vary from one command to 
the next. As a result, the Army also needs to ensure
all officers are aware of the support services they
offer and have equal access to them, particularly
those who are most likely to use them and benefit
from them.

Family-related initiatives may directly impact 
retention or indirectly reduce attrition through the
enhancement of the organizational commitment
want factor. Bourg and Segal (1999) found that the
variable in their study with the strongest effect on
male soldier commitment was the wife’s commit-
ment to the Army. The next strongest variables
influencing soldier commitment were unit leader
support and Army policy support. They also found
the degree to which soldiers perceive the Army is
supportive of their family and the degree to which
they perceive their unit leaders are supportive of
them have independent positive effects on soldier
commitment.

Recommendation 4: Increase the
costs associated with leaving the
Army. 
The need factor of organizational commitment is
directly related to costs associated with leaving the
organization. So, any effort on the part of the Army
to increase these costs is likely to enhance the per-
ceived value of remaining in the Army. Such costs
do not necessarily have to be costs incurred in the
present or future. They can also reflect loss of an
investment made in the past. For example, the per-
ception of wasting time, money, or effort previously

invested into the employment situation can be per-
ceived as a significant cost. From the organization’s
perspective, investments include all benefits pro-
vided for the employee, not just a paycheck.

One unique cost to Army officers is the time they
invest in getting acquainted with a new duty loca-
tion. Such investments are likely to be more exten-
sive for officers with families, since not only do 
the officers make investments into the community
but so do their spouses and family members. As a
result, longer duty station assignments may allow
officers to reap the benefits of these investments for
longer periods of time, making them less inclined
to separate from the Army.

Another investment that is particularly relevant in
the Army is officer training. While the Army makes
a financial investment in an officer who undergoes
training, the officer makes an investment by allo-
cating time and effort to the learning experience.
Training was previously described as a method for
facilitating officers’ competence. Accordingly, train-
ing is likely to positively influence the want factor
through feelings of competence, and it is also likely
to facilitate the need factor by adding to the sacri-
fices an officer would have to give up upon leaving
the Army.

Recommendation 5: Make the Army
appear more attractive than other
employment options.
Officers who perceive few attractive employment
opportunities beyond the Army are likely to have
high levels of the organizational commitment need
factor. Given this, any efforts to make the Army
appear more appealing than employment options
in the civilian sector will contribute favorably to
officers’ perceptions of the Army when they make
comparisons between the two.

Officers often develop conceptions about how the
Army compares to the civilian sector prior to com-
missioning as well as during Officer Basic Course.
It behooves the Army to ensure that these concep-
tions are accurate by giving recruits a realistic job
preview. This can be done through written literature
and information conveyed on the Internet, videos,
as well as television commercials. It is also impor-

THE INFLUENCE OF ORGANIZATIONAL COMMITMENT ON OFFICER RETENTION



25

tant that any expectations recruits develop during
this time about their future experiences in the Army
are met and fulfilled during their tenure in the
Army. The Army can continue to keep officers
informed about how employment opportunities 
in the civilian sector compare, doing their best to
emphasize the most attractive components of a
career serving one’s country in the Army.

Conclusion 
Both organizational commitment factors—the want
factor and the need factor—develop significantly
during the first year. As a result, the Army should
make efforts to ensure that those feelings are main-
tained over time by continuing to ensure that the
work environment is supportive and fair for both
the officers and their families, that officers feel
important and competent, that they are aware of
the investments they would have to sacrifice if they
left, and that they have accurate perceptions about
the attractiveness of other employment options.

THE INFLUENCE OF ORGANIZATIONAL COMMITMENT ON OFFICER RETENTION
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Longitudinal Research on Officer
Careers (LROC) Surveys (1988-
1992)4

The surveys administered by the U.S. Army
Research Institute for the Behavioral and Social
Sciences between 1988 and 1992 were called the
Longitudinal Research on Officer Careers (LROC)
Surveys. Surveys were administered in the fall/
winter of 1988, 1989, 1990, and February of 
1992. Troop movement after Operation Desert
Shield/Storm necessitated changing the mailing
date of the original 1991 survey to February of
1992. To avoid confusion, the name of the 1991
survey was changed to the 1992 LROC Survey,
reflecting the time of mailing. The primary purpose
of LROC was to identify the factors related to a
successful officer’s career, to understand the factors
associated with attrition, and to track the perceived
impact of policy change or events on the careers
and attitudes of officers.

Gender and Source of Commissioning
Stratified random samples were drawn from the
Officer Master File. The goal of the original sam-
pling plan was to obtain a representative sample of
the total active component, company grade officers
(second lieutenants, first lieutenants, and captains)
commissioned through the United States Military
Academy (USMA) or the Reserve Officer Training
Corps (ROTC). The sample was stratified by gender,
source of commission, and year of commissioning.
Officers were randomly selected within the strata.
Females and USMA commissioned males were
oversampled in order to ensure a sufficient number

of respondents for statistical analyses. The stratifica-
tion plan called for sampling 100 percent of USMA
females, 33 percent of USMA males, 33 percent
ROTC females, and 20 percent of ROTC males. In
1989, officers commissioned from both the Officer
Candidate School (OCS) and Direct Commissioning
(DC) were added to the sampling plan. The plan
called for sampling 100 percent of OCS females,
10 percent of OCS males, and 10 percent of DC
males and females.

Year of Commissioning
The sampling plan called for approximately 1,000
officers from each year of commissioning, begin-
ning with 1980 and ending with the commission-
ing year that immediately preceded the survey year.
Thus, the 1988 sample included officers commis-
sioned in 1980 through 1987. The 1989 sample
included all of the officers in the 1988 sample 
and added 1,000 officers commissioned in 1988.
The sampling plan proceeded the same way for
each subsequent survey administration. This plan
ensured that all officers, whether they responded 
in any given year or not, remained in the sample
for re-surveying for the life of the research project
unless they left the Army.

Survey on Officer Careers (SOC)
Survey (1996-2000)5

The 1996 Survey on Officer Careers (SOC) was
mailed in April of 1996 by the U.S. Army Research
Institute for the Behavioral and Social Sciences to 
a random sample of officers stratified by rank and
source of commission. Minority and female officers
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were oversampled to allow the survey results to 
be compared by both race and gender with a sam-
pling error of +5% or less. The 928 officers who
responded to all four administrations of the LROC
surveys were also included in this sampling plan.

The 1998 and 2000 SOC surveys were mailed in
their corresponding calendar years. Once again,
surveys were mailed to previous LROC and SOC
respondents in an effort to maintain a longitudinal
sample allowing for an examination of trends over
time.

General Procedure
Surveys were produced on machine-scannable
booklets. Surveys were mailed directly to the offi-
cers’ home address in the continental United States
or indirectly through the Total Army Personnel
Command for distribution when the officer was
located outside the continental United States.

The initial survey mailings included a cover letter
from the deputy chief of staff for personnel and a
stamped addressed envelope for returning the com-
pleted survey. The letter explained the purpose of
the survey, encouraged participation, and ensured

confidentiality of responses. A follow-up letter was
mailed to nonrespondents a few months later in
order to encourage participation in the survey.
While officers’ Social Security numbers were ini-
tially collected, results were stored by random
identification codes so that the identity of the 
officers could not be revealed.

Database Development
Each survey was scanned into a file and edited
using a Sentry 3000 Scanner and the National
Computer System’s software SCANTOOLS. The raw
data files were converted to data files with variable
names, values, and value labels. The seven survey
data files were merged into one data file, which
was subsequently merged with a select group of
variables extracted from the Officer Longitudinal
Research Database.

The sampling plan and response rates for each 
survey year are provided in Table A.1. Descriptive
statistics for demographic variables are provided 
for each survey in Table A.2. Descriptive statistics
for the want and need factor scales are provided in
Table A.3.
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Notes: * These statistics came from the Department of Defense: Directorate for Information Operations and Reports, Statistical
Information and Analysis Division: Military Personnel Statistics.

** Data not available.

Table A.1: Sampling Plan and Response Rates for Each Survey Year

Survey Population* Population Year of Response 
Year (Army) of Interest Commissioning Sample Respondents Rate

1988 771,847 32,390 1980–1987 8,931 5,598 63%

1989 769,741 43,682 1980–1988 10,966 5,553 51%

1990 732,403 44,115 1980–1989 9,684 4,997 52%

1992 610,450 45,740 1980–1990 9,674 4,563 47%

1996 491,103 ** 1980–1995 ** 10,240 **

1998 483,880 ** 1980–1997 18,974 10,247 54%

2000 482,170 ** 1980–1999 36,511 19,241 53%
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Notes: *Sample sizes are smaller than those reported in Table A.1, because these numbers only include respondents who provided
valid Social Security numbers and therefore were included in the analyses.

USMA = United States Military Academy, ROTC = Reserve Officer Training Corps, non = non-scholarship, LT = Lieutenant,
CPT = Captain, MAJ = Major, CA = Combat Arms, CS = Combat Support, CSS = Combat Service Support.

Table A.2: Survey Sample Descriptive Statistics

Survey Sample Source of Marital 
Year Size* Gender Race Commissioning Rank Job Type Status

1988 5,039 68.2% Male 80.8% White 34.8% USMA 10.9% 2LT 59.7% CA 62.5% Married
28.5% Female 12.3% Black 30.1% ROTC scholar 30.7% 1LT 19.5% CS 28.2% Single

6.9% Other 34.4% ROTC non 57.9% CPT 20.8% CSS 9.3% Other
0.5% MAJ+

1989 5,024 68.9% Male 83.1% White 30.3% USMA 7.5% 2LT 59.3% CA 68.2% Married
26.6% Female 9.7% Black 27.3% ROTC scholar 24.5% 1LT 20.0% CS 23.7% Single

7.3% Other 28.4% ROTC non 65.6% CPT 20.7% CSS 8.1% Other
2.4% MAJ+

1990 4,535 69.9% Male 81.7% White 28.8% USMA 9.3% 2LT 57.1% CA 68.2% Married
25.6% Female 10.6% Black 28.8% ROTC scholar 22.7% 1LT 23.3% CS 23.2% Single

7.7% Other 29.2% ROTC non 64.9% CPT 19.7% CSS 8.6% Other
3.1% MAJ+

1992 4,157 71.3% Male 83.2% White 31.8% USMA 7.8% 2LT 59.1% CA 71.0% Married
25.1% Female 9.0% Black 28.3% ROTC scholar 20.5% 1LT 21.2% CS 21.0% Single

7.9% Other 28.6% ROTC non 64.4% CPT 19.7% CSS 8.1% Other
7.3% MAJ+

1996 9,146 66.7% Male 79.1% White 25.9% USMA 14.6% 2LT 55.6% CA 69.3% Married
22.4% Female 14.3% Black 29.4% ROTC scholar 19.4% 1LT 23.4% CS 20.3% Single

6.4% Other 24.0% ROTC non 39.6% CPT 21.1% CSS 9.9% Other
26.4% MAJ+

1998 8,928 72.0% Male 75.0% White 25.3% USMA 4.1% 2LT 52.2% CA 76.0% Married
17.0% Female 19.6% Black 30.2% ROTC scholar 13.0% 1LT 24.2% CS 14.6% Single

5.4% Other 28.9% ROTC non 36.3% CPT 23.6% CSS 8.8% Other
46.6% MAJ+

2000 16,546 89.4% Male 82.4% White 20.9% USMA 1.1% 2LT 49.5% CA 79.4% Married
8.2% Female 7.9% Black 36.9% ROTC scholar 14.1% 1LT 31.8% CS 14.9% Single

11.7% Other 30.4% ROTC non 32.9% CPT 18.7% CSS 5.6% Other
52.0% MAJ+
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Table A.3: Descriptive Statistics for Commitment Factor Scales by Survey Year

The Want Factor The Need Factor

Standard Coefficient Standard Coefficient
Mean Deviation Alpha Mean Deviation Alpha

1988 3.86 0.58 0.75 2.53 0.66 0.72

1989 3.83 0.59 0.75 2.56 0.67 0.72

1990 3.83 0.59 0.77 2.61 0.67 0.72

1992 3.81 0.57 0.75 2.74 0.65 0.70

1996 3.87 0.58 0.73 2.60 0.67 0.72

1998 3.85 0.60 0.74 2.39 0.66 0.70

2000 3.79 0.63 0.74 2.12 0.62 0.69

Transition Factors Attraction Factors

Standard Coefficient Standard Coefficient
Mean Deviation Alpha Mean Deviation Alpha

1988 2.75 0.91 0.71 2.36 0.79 0.74

1989 2.80 0.93 0.73 2.36 0.76 0.72

1990 2.87 0.95 0.74 2.39 0.76 0.73

1992 3.08 0.93 0.73 2.45 0.75 0.72

1996 2.86 0.89 0.69 2.37 0.80 0.72

1998 2.56 0.89 0.68 2.23 0.77 0.71

2000 2.26 0.87 0.66 2.01 0.73 0.70
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Research Question 1: How long
does it take for organizational com-
mitment to develop and at what
point in an officer’s career does it
stabilize?
To answer this question, we calculated both the
want and the need factor levels for officers relative
to their time in the service. Given that seven sur-
veys were administered over the course of 12 years
to officers who entered the service as early as
1970, we were able to calculate commitment 
levels through 23 years of service. Table A.4 depicts
means, standard deviations, and sample sizes for
both the want and the need factors relative to 
time served. The shading in Table A.4 reflects an
increase from one year to the next. It should be
noted that while some of the same officers reported
their commitment at multiple times, Table A.4 is
not a true longitudinal examination of the want 
and need factors.

In an effort to identify the development and stabi-
lization of the want and need factors, we examined
the means, looking specifically for increases,
decreases, as well points of stabilization. As
depicted in Table A.4, both the want and need fac-
tors developed significantly in the first year. This is
indicated by the relatively high means for both in
the first year of service. Both the want and need
factors initially decreased from the first to the sec-
ond year of service. The want factor appears to
have an initial stabilization period between the 
second and third years. It then appears to increase

from the third through the eighth year. This is fol-
lowed by a decline between the ninth and 13th
years, and a second stabilizing period between 
the 13th and 14th years.

The need factor also experienced an initial stabi-
lization period; however, this occurred a little 
later, between the third and fourth years. It then
appeared to grow, developing from the fourth to
the eighth year. This is followed by a decline in the
10th and 11th years. It also experienced additional
stabilization periods between the eighth and ninth
years and between the 13th and 16th years.

These results suggest that, consistent with our
hypothesis, the want factor developed in the first
year, but it also grew substantially between the
third and eighth years of service. Likewise, the
need factor developed during the first year and
experienced another period of growth between 
the fourth and eighth years of service. In terms of
stabilization, both the want and the need factors
stabilized more than once throughout an officer’s
career. The want factor stabilized initially between
the first and second years and then again between
the 13th and 14th years of service. The need factor
stabilized initially between the third and fourth
years followed by a later stabilization between 
the eighth and ninth and between the 13th and
16th years of service. These trends are depicted 
in Figure A.4.

In an effort to see if the observed trends are robust,
we explored the extent to which the means of the
want and the need factors changed from one year
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Table A.4: Cross-Sectional Examination of the Want and Need Factors Over Time

Want Factor Need Factor

Standard Sample Standard Sample
Mean Deviation Size Mean Deviation Size

1 Year 3.7954 .6098 3,040 2.5457 .6769 3,047

2 Years 3.7250 .6345 4,688 2.4112 .6879 4,695

3 Years 3.7376 .6229 4,668 2.3438 .6915 4,674

4 Years 3.7802 .6101 4,190 2.3787 .7024 4,195

5 Years 3.8446 .5820 3,679 2.4539 .6946 3,686

6 Years 3.8831 .5649 4,030 2.4928 .6839 4,035

7 Years 3.8969 .5725 3,294 2.4949 .6944 3,298

8 Years 3.9034 .5694 3,372 2.5363 .7041 3,377

9 Years 3.8948 .5741 2,751 2.5422 .6920 2,758

10 Years 3.8750 .5735 2,313 2.4852 .7075 2,315

11 Years 3.8413 .6002 2,021 2.3865 .6829 2,029

12 Years 3.8209 .6057 1,658 2.4357 .7056 1,661

13 Years 3.7993 .5988 1,192 2.3669 .6921 1,192

14 Years 3.7908 .6022 1,267 2.3556 .6576 1,273

15 Years 3.8245 .5860 1,386 2.3608 .6643 1,392

16 Years 3.7933 .5874 1,450 2.3558 .6425 1,459

17 Years 3.8060 .6263 1,309 2.3418 .6322 1,314

18 Years 3.8220 .6323 1,143 2.3478 .6324 1,145

19 Years 3.8250 .6201 1,183 2.2484 .6338 1,183

20 Years 3.8709 .5965 677 2.1922 .6357 681

21 Years 3.9214 .5862 504 2.1778 .6008 506

22 Years 3.8847 .6303 276 2.1687 .5955 276

23 Years 3.8781 .6077 231 2.1423 .5904 232
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to the next using longitudinal data. More specifi-
cally, we identified officers who responded to a
minimum of two surveys in two consecutive years
and grouped them relative to when they responded
in their respective careers. Table A.5 depicts the
comparison of cross-sectional and longitudinal data
for paired years through 10 years of service. Again,
the shading reflects an increase from one year to
the next.

When examining Table A.5, it may appear at first
that the cross-sectional and longitudinal data tell
very different stories; however, a closer examina-
tion of the means using paired samples t-tests
revealed more similarities than differences. For the
want factor, every consecutive pairing of longitudi-
nal data showed a decrease from one year to the
next. In contrast, the cross-sectional data showed
only decreases from years 1-2, 8-9, and 9-10. In
order to reveal any true differences between the
two forms of data, we performed paired sample t-
tests on the longitudinal data. These tests revealed
that the only significant mean differences occurred

between years 1-2, 2-3, 5-6, 7-8, and 9-10. This
means that the only real discrepancies between the
cross-sectional and longitudinal data lie between
years 2-3, 5-6, and 7-8. In all these situations, the
cross-sectional data indicated the want factor
increased from one year to the next, whereas the
longitudinal data indicated a decrease.

An even closer examination of the discrepancies
between the longitudinal and cross-sectional data
for the want factor revealed that we captured two
cohorts between the second and third years, fifth
and sixth years, as well as the seventh and eighth
years of their careers. Officers who entered in
either 1986 (n = 364) or 1987 (n = 262) were cap-
tured in their second and third years of service
(1988 and 1989 or 1989 and 1990 surveys). Both
cohorts showed a decline in their level of the want
factor from years 2-3; however, the decline was
only significant for the 1986 cohort. This further
supports the previous indication that the want fac-
tor tended to stabilize between the second and
third years of service.
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Figure A.1: Cross-Sectional Examination of the Want and Need Factors Over Time
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Table A.5: Examination of the Want and Need Factors Over Time: Comparison of Cross-Sectional and
Longitudinal Data

Want Factor Need Factor

Cross-Sectional Longitudinal Cross-Sectional Longitudinal

Year 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2

Mean 3.7954 3.7250 3.8269 3.7310* 2.5757 2.4112 2.4415 2.4001

N 3,040 4,688 553 553 3,047 4,695 555 555

Year 2 3 2 3 2 3 2 3

Mean 3.7250 3.7376 3.7461 3.7013* 2.4112 2.3438 2.4588 2.3756*

N 4,688 4,668 626 626 4,695 4,674 627 627

Year 3 4 3 4 3 4 3 4

Mean 3.7376 3.7802 3.7842 3.7656 2.3438 2.3787 2.4398 2.4396

N 4,668 4,190 547 547 4,674 4,195 547 547

Year 4 5 4 5 4 5 4 5

Mean 3.7802 3.8446 3.8464 3.8351 2.3787 2.4539 2.5736 2.5592

N 4,190 3,679 533 533 4,195 3,686 535 535

Year 5 6 5 6 5 6 5 6

Mean 3.8446 3.8831 3.9497 3.9050* 2.4539 2.4928 2.6113 2.6315

N 3,679 4,030 601 601 3,686 4,035 601 601

Year 6 7 6 7 6 7 6 7

Mean 3.8831 3.8969 3.9604 3.9488 2.4928 2.4949 2.6286 2.6873*

N 4,030 3,294 581 581 4,035 3,298 582 582

Year 7 8 7 8 7 8 7 8

Mean 3.8969 3.9034 3.9961 3.9583* 2.4949 2.5363 2.7096 2.6886

N 3,294 3,372 662 662 3,298 3,377 663 663

Year 8 9 8 9 8 9 8 9

Mean 3.9034 3.8948 4.0123 3.9629* 2.5363 2.5422 2.7520 2.8277*

N 3,372 2,751 643 643 3,377 2,758 645 645

Year 9 10 9 10 9 10 9 10

Mean 3.8948 3.8750 3.9159 3.8828 2.5422 2.4852 2.7778 2.8129

N 2,751 2,313 294 294 2,758 2,315 294 294
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Officers who entered in either 1983 (n = 327) or
1984 (n = 274) were surveyed in their fifth and
sixth years of service (1988 and 1989 or 1989 and
1990 surveys). Again, both cohorts experienced a
decline in their level of the want factor from years
5-6; however, the decline was only significant for
the 1984 cohort, suggesting this is just a period of
fluctuation, but probably not a period of significant
deterioration.

Officers who entered in either 1981 (n = 383) or
1982 (n = 279) responded to the 1988, 1989, and
1990 surveys in their seventh and eighth years of
service. Once again, both cohorts experienced a
decline in their level of the want factor from years
7-8; however, the decline was only significant for
the 1981 cohort. This suggests that the want factor
does not change dramatically between the seventh
and eighth years of service.

For the need factor, the patterns were more dis-
parate between the cross-sectional and longitudinal
data; however, none of the differences between the
two forms of data were significant. While the longi-
tudinal data indicated the need factor declined
from year 1-5, increased from year 5-7, declined
again from year 7-8, and then increased again from
years 8-10, many of the changes were not signifi-
cant. The only mean changes that were significant
were from years 2-3, 6-7, and 8-9, and in all cases,
the direction of these changes were consistent with
the cross-sectional data.

In sum, we can be fairly confident about the devel-
opment and stabilization of the want and need 
factors when the cross-sectional and longitudinal
data reveal the same trends. Such trends suggest
that the want factor decreases from the first to the
second year, fluctuates from the third to the eighth
years but not significantly, and decreases again
from the eighth to the 10th years of service. The
want factor appears to stabilize between the sec-
ond and third years of an officer’s career in the
Army. The need factor decreases from the first to
third years, fluctuates between the fourth and fifth
years, and increases between the fifth and seventh
years as well as between the eighth and ninth years
of service. It appears to stabilize between the third
and fourth years of an officer’s career.

Research Question 2: How do the
various components of organiza-
tional commitment differentially
relate to career intentions and
actual turnover behavior?
To test this research question, we calculated corre-
lations between the want factor and three retention
variables: career intentions, obligation completion,
and years of service relative to the survey com-
pleted (see Table A.6).

We calculated obligation completion from date of
entry, length of initial obligation, and date of sepa-
ration (if the officer had left the Army). We coded
obligation completion into three categories: 
1 = did not complete initial obligation and left, 
2 = completed initial obligation, 3 = completed
more than initial obligation. (We excluded individ-
uals who were in the process of completing their
initial obligation at the end of September 2000.)
We calculated the same correlations for the need
factor as well (see Table A.7).

As can be seen in Table A.6, the want factor corre-
lated strongly with career intentions (.11 to .47)
and in a positive direction. This means the stronger
an officer’s commitment, the longer he or she
planned to stay in the Army.

The want factor correlated the strongest with 
career intentions that are measured in the same
year (cross-sectional data, shaded correlations: 
.30 to .45) versus career intentions measured later
in time (cross-lagged correlations). The want factor
also correlated significantly with obligation com-
pletion (.04 to .23) and years in service (.08 to .30).

As depicted in Table A.7, the need factor correlated
almost as strongly as the want factor with career
intentions (up to .46) in the same year. Again,
cross-sectional (shaded correlations: .28 to .46) are
stronger than cross-lagged correlations. Like the
want factor, the need factor also correlated signifi-
cantly with obligation completion (.04 to .24) and
years in service (.02 to .27).
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Table A.6: Pairwise Correlations between the Want Factor and Three Retention Variables

Want Want Want Want Want Want Want
1988 1989 1990 1992 1996 1998 2000

Career Intentions 1988 .45

Career Intentions 1989 .36 .47

Career Intentions 1990 .29 .37 .47

Career Intentions 1992 .18 .25 .28 .42

Career Intentions 1996 .15 .16 .20 .14 .35

Career Intentions 1998 .15 .11 .13 .18 .23 .31

Career Intentions 2000 .15 .15 .15 .12 .14 .19 .30

Obligation Completion .23 .23 .21 .17 .17 .12 .04

Years in Service .29 .30 .27 .22 .10 .09 .08

Notes: Want = The want factor. Sample sizes vary from 821 to 16,135. All correlations are significant, p < .01.

Table A.7: Pairwise Correlations between the Need Factor and Three Retention Variables

Need Need Need Need Need Need Need
1988 1989 1990 1992 1996 1998 2000

Career Intentions 1988 .41

Career Intentions 1989 .30 .46

Career Intentions 1990 .23 .35 .46

Career Intentions 1992 .10 .18 .26 .39

Career Intentions 1996 .09 .09 .12 .09 .35

Career Intentions 1998 .09 .11 .10 .14 .20 .31

Career Intentions 2000 .12 .00 .11 .07 .11 .17 .28

Obligation Completion .23 .23 .24 .17 .14 .14 .04

Years in Service .25 .26 .27 .21 .05 .02 .05

Notes: Need = The need factor. Sample sizes vary from 823 to 16,182. All correlations are significant, p < .05, except .00 (between
Need 1989 and career intentions 2000).
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Consistent with our hypothesis, the want factor 
correlated more strongly than the need factor with
career intentions. However, the correlations were
very similar in magnitude, and in 1996 and 1998,
the cross-sectional correlations were actually
equivalent. The magnitude of the correlations
between the two components of commitment and
obligation completion as well as years in service
was also very similar, with a slight advantage for
the want factor. In terms of long-term prediction,
the want factor maintained stronger correlations
with career intentions over time as compared to 
the need factor.

It should be noted that Tables A.6 and A.7 were
calculated using pairwise deletion in an effort to
maximize sample sizes in each cell. To get a true
feel for the predictability of commitment over time,
we selected a longitudinal sample in which the
same officers responded to all seven surveys
(approximately 173 officers). We then recalculated
these correlations using listwise deletion. (Cases
that have missing values for any of the variables
examined were omitted from the analysis). We
could not include obligation completion in this
analysis, as all officers in this longitudinal sample
had the same value for this variable (stayed beyond
their initial obligation).

The correlations in Tables A.8 and A.9 reflect analy-
ses for the longitudinal sample and tended to show
the same patterns as the correlations in Tables A.6
and A.7; however, the magnitude of the correla-
tions were not nearly as strong. One explanation
for this is the loss of statistical power when using a
much smaller sample size. Despite this, both the
want factor and the need factor correlated signifi-
cantly with career intentions measured in the same
year in five out of seven of the surveys. Again, the
want factor tended to have slightly higher correla-
tions with career intentions than the need factor.
Interestingly, only the want factor in 1988 corre-
lated significantly with years in service. None of
the other commitment variables (the want factor 
in the other survey years or the need factor in any
of the surveys) correlated significantly with this
retention variable.

Research Question 3: Does organi-
zational commitment interact with
job satisfaction and demographic
variables when predicting turnover?
The demographic variables we focused on were
rank and family financial responsibilities. To test
this research question, we calculated family finan-
cial responsibility from marital status (not married
= 0, married = 1) and the number of children pro-
vided for (1 for each child). Final values for family
financial responsibilities ranged from 0 to 6.

Job satisfaction can be measured at the global level
(overall satisfaction with the job) or at the facet
level (satisfaction with pay, supervisor, nature of
work, etc.) (Spector, 1997). While survey questions
assessed both types of satisfaction, we focused on
satisfaction at the global level, which was mea-
sured using the single item: “All in all, how satis-
fied are you with your job?” Officers responded to
this item in all seven surveys on a scale of 1-5: 
1 = very dissatisfied, 5 = very satisfied.

Overall, officers seemed relatively satisfied with
their jobs. We report means and standard devia-
tions for job satisfaction in each survey in Table
A.10. Before testing any interactions, we first
looked at the relationship between job satisfaction
and our three retention variables (see Table A.10).
Consistent with previous research, job satisfaction
correlated significantly and in a positive direction
with all three retention variables. It correlated most
strongly with the more proximal variable career
intentions measured in the same year (.27 to .50),
followed by years in service (.13 to .32), and oblig-
ation completion (.12 to .25). Contrary to Griffeth
et al.’s (2000) findings, the correlations between job
satisfaction and retention variables tended to be
slightly stronger in magnitude than the correlations
between organizational commitment and retention
variables.

While not depicted but consistent with previous
research, job satisfaction correlated significantly
with the want factor (.31 to .51) and the need 
factor (.16 to .31).

THE INFLUENCE OF ORGANIZATIONAL COMMITMENT ON OFFICER RETENTION
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Table A.8: Listwise Correlations between the Want Factor and Three Retention Variables

Want Want Want Want Want Want Want
1988 1989 1990 1992 1996 1998 2000

Career Intentions 1988 .37*

Career Intentions 1989 .29* .34*

Career Intentions 1990 .18* .14 .14

Career Intentions 1992 .09 .01 .05 .13

Career Intentions 1996 .17* .11 .05 .13 .19*

Career Intentions 1998 .15 .11 .12 .09 .20* .20*

Career Intentions 2000 .25* .16* .01 .03 .18* .25* .36*

Years in Service .19* .15 -.05 .01 .01 .05 .10

Notes: Want = The want factor. n = 173. * p < .05.

Table A.9: Listwise Correlations between the Need Factor and Three Retention Variables

Need Need Need Need Need Need Need
1988 1989 1990 1992 1996 1998 2000

Career Intentions 1988 .22*

Career Intentions 1989 .23* .37*

Career Intentions 1990 .17* .22* .21*

Career Intentions 1992 .18* .12 .18* .21*

Career Intentions 1996 .05 .04 .01 .03 .04

Career Intentions 1998 .07 .05 .09 .04 .11 .21*

Career Intentions 2000 .05 .02 .08 .04 .00 .09 .07

Years in Service .03 .10 .01 .05 .01 .06 .05

Notes: Need = The need factor. n = 176. * p < .05.
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To test the interaction between job satisfaction and
organizational commitment, we calculated interac-
tion terms between job satisfaction and the want
factor, as well as between job satisfaction and the
need factor. We then performed two-step hierarchi-
cal regressions for each survey year, regressing total
years served onto the want factor and job satisfac-
tion followed by the interaction term. We did the
same for the need factor, as well. Contrary to our
expectation, neither the want factor nor the need
factor interacted significantly with job satisfaction.
In other words, while all three variables indepen-
dently predicted retention, the influence of one
variable was not dependent on the other.

Next, we examined rank and family financial
responsibilities as predictors of retention. We first
looked at the means, standard deviations, and cor-
relations for these variables (see Tables A.11 and
A.12). As reported in Table A.2, the majority of sur-
vey respondents were captains in the first five sur-
veys, whereas the majority of respondents in 1998
and 2000 were majors or above.

In terms of relationships with retention variables,
rank correlated positively and significantly with
career intentions in the same year (.23 to .54), but
not quite as strongly as the commitment variables
correlated with retention. On the other hand, as
one might expect, rank correlated more strongly
with obligation completion (.35 to .41) and years 
in service (.48 to .95) than commitment or job 
satisfaction did with these same variables.

With regard to family responsibilities, most officers
were married. Over time, average family responsi-
bilities increased. This is most likely a function of
having more-senior samples in the later surveys and
because officers’ families grew over time. Family
responsibilities also correlated positively and signifi-
cantly with all three retention variables, but not as
strongly as commitment, satisfaction, or rank.

While we did not expect the commitment variables
to interact with demographic variables, we tested
interactions that we believed were theoretically
meaningful. More specifically, we examined the
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Table A.10: Pairwise Correlations between Job Satisfaction and Three Retention Variables

JS JS JS JS JS JS JS
1988 1989 1990 1992 1996 1998 2000

Mean 3.76 3.84 3.72 3.80 3.87 3.74 3.57
(Standard Deviation) (1.01) (0.99) (1.11) (1.00) (0.97) (1.02) (1.09)

Career Intentions 1988 .50

Career Intentions 1989 .34 .45

Career Intentions 1990 .26 .30 .27

Career Intentions 1992 .18 .23 .14 .38

Career Intentions 1996 .14 .12 .10 .12 .39

Career Intentions 1998 .14 .11 .07 .09 .24 .41

Career Intentions 2000 .11 .09 .07 .07 .18 .21 .31

Obligation Completion .25 .25 .12 .18 .15 .16 .06

Years in Service .32 .29 .16 .20 .13 .13 .13

Notes: JS = Job Satisfaction. Sample sizes vary from 822 to 16,044. All correlations are significant, p < .05.
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Table A.11: Pairwise Correlations between Rank and Three Retention Variables

Rank Rank Rank Rank Rank Rank Rank
1988 1989 1990 1992 1996 1998 2000

Mean 2.48 2.63 2.62 2.72 2.88 3.54 3.67
(Standard Deviation) (0.69) (0.66) (0.71) (0.73) (1.16) (1.24) (1.15)

Career Intentions 1988 .31

Career Intentions 1989 .39 .28

Career Intentions 1990 .33 .27 .25

Career Intentions 1992 .10 .15 .19 .23

Career Intentions 1996 .21 .19 .21 .21 .41

Career Intentions 1998 .25 .22 .30 .24 .47 .49

Career Intentions 2000 .19 .26 .33 .31 .44 .51 .54

Obligation Completion .37 .36 .37 .35 .41 .37 .32

Years in Service .48 .48 .51 .58 .88 .91 .95

Notes: Rank coded 1 = 2nd Lieutenant, 6 = Colonel or above. Sample sizes vary from 822 to 16,192. All correlations are significant, p < .01.

Table A.12: Pairwise Correlations between Family Responsibilities and Three Retention Variables

FR FR FR FR FR FR FR
1988 1989 1990 1992 1996 1998 2000

Mean 1.19 1.42 1.59 1.57 1.79 1.96 2.09
(Standard Deviation) (1.18) (1.30) (1.31) (1.35) (1.31) (1.36) (1.36)

Career Intentions 1988 .23

Career Intentions 1989 .23 .23

Career Intentions 1990 .23 .25 .24

Career Intentions 1992 .14 .16 .15 .19

Career Intentions 1996 .12 .13 .15 .18 .32

Career Intentions 1998 .18 .19 .18 .23 .33 .35

Career Intentions 2000 .13 .11 .16 .19 .26 .34 .39

Obligation Completion .15 .15 .11 .16 .22 .23 .21

Years in Service .25 .24 .25 .32 .43 .41 .44

Notes: FR = Family responsibilities. Sample sizes vary from 595 to 16,106. All correlations are significant, p < .01.
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interaction between the want factor and rank and
the interaction between the need factor and family
responsibilities. Although not depicted, the want
factor tended to correlate positively with rank (up
to .10) and the need factor correlated positively
and significantly with family responsibilities (up to
.20). In particular, family responsibilities correlated
with transition factors (.14 to .20), but it also corre-
lated with attraction factors (.05 to .12).

Similar to the previous tests for interactions, we
calculated interaction terms between the want fac-
tor and rank, as well as between the need factor
and family responsibilities. We then performed
two-step hierarchical regressions for each survey
year, predicting years in the service. To save space,
we depict the results for the regressions run with
the 1988 data and the 2000 data in Table A.13.
Results for the other survey years tended to mirror
our findings for these years.

Contrary to expectation, we did find that organiza-
tional commitment significantly interacted with
demographic variables. More specifically, the want
factor interacted with rank, and the need factor
interacted with family responsibilities when pre-
dicting years of service. Significant interactions
indicated that the relationship between two vari-
ables was dependent upon a third variable. In 
most cases the beta-weights for the interaction
terms were positive, indicating a synergistic inter-
action or the more of each predictor the better.

The interactions can be interpreted accordingly.
The relationship between the want factor and years
in service depended on rank. For higher-ranking
officers, the want factor had an even stronger rela-
tionship with retention. Similarly, the relationship
between the need factor and years in service
depended on family responsibilities. For officers
with more family responsibilities, the need factor
had an even stronger relationship with retention.

THE INFLUENCE OF ORGANIZATIONAL COMMITMENT ON OFFICER RETENTION
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Table A.13: Interactions between the Want Factor and Rank, the Need Factor and Family Responsibilities
for Years Served

Variable B SE B ß ∆R2 R2

Years Served (n = 4,775)

1. The want factor 1988 2.144* 0.109 0.241

Rank 1988 3.461* 0.093 0.456 0.290* 0.290

2. Interaction between the want 
factor and rank 1988 0.313* 0.155 0.190 0.001* 0.291

Years Served (n = 16,069)

1. The want factor 2000 -0.200* 0.028 -0.018

Rank 2000 5.695* 0.015 0.949 0.896* 0.896

2. Interaction between the want 
factor and rank 2000 -0.059* 0.024 -0.044 0.000* 0.896

Years Served (n = 4,767)

1. The need factor 1988 1.631* 0.109 0.209

Family responsibilities 1988 0.937* 0.061 0.212 0.105* 0.105

2. Interaction between the need factor 
and family responsibilities 1988 -0.242* 0.093 -0.158 0.001* 0.106

Years Served (n = 16,032)

1. The need factor 2000 -0.106 0.080 -0.010

Family responsibilities 2000 2.233* 0.037 0.439 0.191* 0.191

2. Interaction between the need factor 
and family responsibilities 2000 -0.203* 0.058 -0.100 0.001* 0.192

* p < .05.
B: B weight
SE B: Standard Error of the B weight
ß: Beta weight
∆R2: Change in the Percent of Variance Accounted For
R2: Percent of Variance Accounted For
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1. These organizational commitment factors have
been defined as affective and continuance commitment
by Meyer and Allen (1997) in the academic literature.

2. The authors gratefully acknowledge the 
assistance of the U.S. Army Research Institute for the
Behavioral and Social Sciences, the financial support
provided by the IBM Endowment for The Business of
Government, and the participation of the officers who
completed the surveys.

3. “Normative commitment reflects a feeling of
obligation to continue employment” (Meyer & Allen,
1997, p. 11). This component of commitment may be
brought on by the desire to conform to normative pres-
sures perceived by family and friends. Employees with a
strong normative commitment remain in the organization
because they feel they ought to.

4. Information in this section was summarized
from Volume 1 of the Technical Manual for the
1988–1992 Surveys (Harris, Wochinger, Schwartz, &
Parham, 1993).

5. Information regarding the 1996 survey was
summarized from “Findings from the Survey on Officer
Careers—1996” (Jones, 1999). Information regarding the
1998 and 2000 surveys was gathered through personal
communication with Dr. Morris Peterson.
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