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Contextualizing the 
Results
Improving the Order  
of Merit List
Command Sgt. Maj. Matthew J. Reed, U.S. Army 

Sgt. 1st Class Herbert B. Hales of the 228th Transportation Company checks the uniform of Spc. Shalese Willis, a supply specialist for the 
377th Quartermaster Company, 8 November 2014 before she appeared before the 642nd Regional Support Group promotion board in 
Decatur, Georgia. (Photo by Sgt. 1st Class Gary A. Witte, U.S. Army)
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The greatest value of a picture is when it forces us to notice 
what we never expected to see.

—John Tukey, mathematician 

Noncommissioned officers (NCOs)—the 
backbone of the Army—are the envy of pro-
fessional militaries around the globe. They 

are not just technical experts but also leaders, coaches, 
and experienced warfighting professionals. They are 
trusted agents and wise counselors, empowered to 
make decisions within the operational intent. They as-
sess and mitigate risk and solve problems before anyone 
realizes an issue exists. Army NCOs are the all-being, 
all-knowing, all-doing backbone of the force. And yet, 
every year the Army tells half of these organizational 
powerhouses they are below average.

Maintaining the all-volunteer force is a strategic 
imperative, and the Army is in a serious fight to recruit 
and retain enlisted talent. It cannot afford to disen-
franchise talented NCOs who, year after year, are told 
they are subpar even while receiving high ratings on 
their evaluation reports. While it is unlikely the Army 
intended to alienate half of its NCOs when it over-
hauled its enlisted centralized board program in 2019, 
that is exactly what happened as the Army combined 
a forced distribution system with a lack of meaningful 
feedback. There must be a better way. As the Army 
competes for human capital, it must enhance the talent 
evaluation board’s feedback mechanisms by clarify-
ing insights, contextualizing the results through data 
visualization, and providing personalized feedback to 
its NCOs. Shifting the paradigm will improve organi-
zational performance, while maintaining the status quo 
has long-term negative consequences.

The Current System
Once per quarter, the Army convenes a board of senior 

officers and sergeants major to evaluate the service files 
of each NCO in a specific grade. The four boards are de-
lineated by grade with one grade evaluated each quarter.1 
The Army evaluates its sergeant first class (E-7) popula-
tion in October, and staff sergeants (E-6) are evaluated in 
January. April is for master sergeants (E-8), with sergeants 
major (E-9) evaluated in August. These evaluation boards 
consist of multiple panels grouped by military occupa-
tional specialty. Each panel consists of sergeants major and 

a lieutenant colonel or colonel from those occupational 
specialties.2 Together, they review tens of thousands of 
files for the designated grade and career field. Figure 1 (on 
page 110) provides an example of the composition of a 
staff sergeant (E-6) talent evaluation board.

Over the span of approximately thirty days, the 
talent evaluation board reviews the records of tens of 
thousands of NCOs. It examines each NCO’s awards, 
military schooling, civilian education, assignment 
history, and typically the last five evaluation reports 
that could span up to five years of work performance. 
This review determines promotions and impacts an 
individual’s selection for the next phase of profession-
al military education that serves as a prerequisite for 
advancement. Finally, the board screens for separation 
due to poor performance. Panel members accomplish 
all of this by looking at a file for, on average, three to 
five minutes.

To score the files, panel members use a combina-
tion of suggestive performance indicators described 
in regulation and specific guidance issued by stake-
holders such as branch proponents and the sergeant 
major of the Army, as well as their own experience 
and professional judgment. Files are scored from 1 
to 6, with a series of pluses and minuses (+/-) that 
can be awarded for positive or negative findings that 
do not warrant numeric change. Each panel member 
scores the files that are tallied together to get a total 
board score along with the associated pluses and 
minuses. The outcome is bucketing NCOs based on 
the board’s assessment 
of their potential: Most 
Qualified, Fully Qualified, 
and Not Fully Qualified. 
Most Qualified NCOs 
possess an average board 
score of 5.5 and higher, 
while Not Fully Qualified 
NCOs typically have 
an average board score 
of 2.99 or less.3 With a 
board score between 3.0 
and 5.49, Fully Qualified 
NCOs occupy the space 
in between.

Upon completion of 
the board, the Army’s 
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Human Resources Command places the evaluated 
NCOs into a forced distribution system, ranking them 
from 1 to N based on their total board score and military 
occupational specialty. The Army calls this distribution 
the Order of Merit List (OML). For example, assume 
there are 2,400 infantry sergeants first class in the 
Army. The board would evaluate those NCOs against 
each other and then rank them from 1 to 2,400. In the 
event where multiple NCOs share an identical board 
score, the Army determines tiebreakers by seniority; first 
by time in grade, then by basic active service date, and 
finally by date of birth.4 Continuing with this example, 
an infantry sergeant first class with an OML of 1201 or 
greater would be, by definition, below average.

While assessing as below average is a factually 
correct statement, it belies the reality of a professional 
fighting force that is highly skilled, competent, and 
envied around the globe. Depending on the context 
provided (or lack thereof), ranking 1,201 out of 2,400 
can mean entirely different things. The issue is that the 
Army does not provide any context when it publish-
es OML numbers. Instead, on the appointed date, 
the Army publishes the numbers to its Army Career 

Tracker website. Figure 2 shows exactly what is dis-
played to NCOs at the conclusion of the talent evalua-
tion board.

The Army provides no context or feedback mecha-
nism to these results; only the result is provided. Does 
simply displaying a person’s standing relative to their 
peers accurately reflect performance and poten-
tial? Upon seeing these numbers, would anyone get a 
sense of how to improve?

Figure 1. Composition of the Staff Sergeant Talent Evaluation Board

Figure 2. Order of Merit List Results 
as Displayed in Army Career Tracker

(Figure by author)

(Figure from “Centralized NCO Evaluation Board Process,” slide 9)
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The Problem with Forced 
Distribution Systems

Numbers are not especially useful without context. 
Imagine a software company with a team of fifty devel-
opers. The company’s managers capture the developers’ 
work performance on periodic reviews. The developers 
are all highly skilled. They possess a deep understanding 
of the technologies they utilize and consistently deliv-
er high-quality products on time and under budget. 
Additionally, the developers are known for their profes-
sionalism and ability to deliver results under stressful 
conditions. Because their work is skilled and unique, it is 
challenging to hire new employees to backfill losses. Few 
people can, or even want, to do their jobs.

Now imagine this same company brings its vice 
presidents together each year to rank the developers 
based on their periodic reviews and personnel files. 
The results determine opportunities for develop-
ment, promotions, and termination should conditions 
warrant. It would become clear that such a system is 
inadequate at discerning top performers from those 
slightly less skilled. The developers are talented, they 
possess similar skills, and they collectively exceed 
expectations. There likely exists only minor variance 
in work performance.

While the Army is not a software company, the 
parallels are instructive. Much like the software devel-
opers, NCOs are highly skilled and provide a service 
that is hard to replicate—not anyone can come in off 
the street to fill a vacancy in the profession of arms. 
Additionally, like the software developers, Army NCOs 
often share similar skills, assignment histories, and abil-
ities. Forced ranking systems may seem like a straight-
forward way to enable personnel decisions within large 
organizations; however, they are problematic and a 
fundamentally inadequate mechanism to assess long 
term potential.

One major disadvantage of forced distribution 
systems is that they create a culture of individualism 
within an organization. In organizations that operate 
with forced ranking systems, employees focus more 
on outperforming their peers in search of higher 
rankings versus working together as a team to achieve 
organizational goals.5 Forced ranking systems also 
lead to a lack of creativity and diversity of thought as 
individuals fear negative rating impacts should they 
challenge the status quo.6 Perhaps the single biggest 

issue with the Army’s forced distribution system is that 
it provides a number devoid of context, thus leaving 
individuals unable to gauge their performance against 
a known standard. While the Army recently adopted 
this twentieth-century practice, a telling indictment of 
its effectiveness is that many Fortune 500 companies 
abandoned the practice years ago.7

In Search of Something Better 
The Army can improve its feedback by contextual-

izing the results with three things. First, provide NCOs 
with their average board score in addition to their 
final OML ranking. Transparency matters, and Army 
NCOs deserve to know exactly how the board grad-
ed. Second, contextualize the results by showing the 
distribution of board scores relative to OML numbers. 
This provides a more complete picture of where they 
stand compared to their peers versus only displaying 
the raw OML number alone. Finally, provide personal-
ized feedback from the panel to evaluated NCOs. Gen. 
James McConville recently said the Army was in a war 
for talent.8 Winning this fight requires making changes 
to provide clarity on a confusing system.

Average board score with trends over time. The 
Army’s NCOs are professional warfighters—the world’s 
best. They deserve to know how a talent evaluation 
board scored their file. Currently, the Army only shows 
the resulting OML number with no other feedback 
mechanism. Displaying the average board score along-
side the OML number helps NCOs understand how 
the panel evaluated their file. Figure 3 (on page 112) 
shows how this could look in the Army Career Tracker, 
the digital platform displaying the OML result.

The Army should also provide this data over time 
(see figure 4, page 112). As NCOs progress through 
their careers, receive multiple evaluation reports, and 
attend schools and professional development, they 
deserve to know how all those career events shape their 
board scores, year after year, in relation to their peers.

Contextualizing the results. Once NCOs receive 
their board score and OML results, it is helpful to 
contextualize the information by displaying a distri-
bution of board scores relative to the resultant OML 
number. This ensures NCOs fully understand where 
they stand among their peers, as a 20 percent OML 
difference is likely derived from a much narrower 
board score (e.g., OML 200 and 600 have little variance 
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between their board scores). In the example of infantry 
sergeants first class used, they had a total evaluated 
population of 2,400 at their most recent talent evalua-
tion board. If one of those NCOs receives an OML of 
1320, the number is not very helpful unless the NCO 
knew how it stood in relation to their peers.

Just like the software developers, the board results 
are unlikely to be a normal distribution as the evaluated 
NCOs all share similar knowledge, skills, attributes, and 
assignment histories. The distribution would likely be 
negatively skewed, with the distribution’s tail extend-
ing toward the left. This means there would be fewer 
NCOs at the lower end of the distribution and more 
at the upper end. This effect is supported by empirical 
research demonstrating that commonly held assump-
tions that workplace performance follows a Gaussian 
(normal) distribution are false. Workplace performance 
across a wide range of industries and functions is much 
more likely to resemble a power-law distribution with 
most workers at the upper end.9 In Army terms, this 
means more NCOs would have similarly higher board 

scores versus a normal distribution that resembles 
the classic bell shape. Figure 5 (on page 113) provides 
a visual example of this phenomenon, and the Army 
should provide this as feedback to NCOs based on the 
board’s results.

Visualizing data in this way helps contextualize 
the results for NCOs. On any given board, half of an 
OML may reside in the upper third of the board score 
distribution. Showing only the OML number belies 
a simple truth: while the OML number portrays an 
NCO as subpar, the reality is that they are an excep-
tional performer in an otherwise crowded field of other 
exceptional performers. This reframing, while subtle, 
means a great deal when talented NCOs are consider-
ing whether to stay in the Army.

Personalized feedback. The most meaning-
ful mechanism of feedback is also the hardest to 
achieve. The Army should provide personalized 
feedback to NCOs on how the board members con-
sidered their file against regulatory guidance, board 
instructions, and voter philosophy. While the Army has 

Figure 4. Suggested Display of Average Board Score over Time
(Figure by author)

(Figure by author)

Figure 3. Suggested Display of Average Board Score in Army Career Tracker
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already acknowledged it intends to take steps in this 
direction, the current proposal is to simply offer a series 
of “+” or “-” based on the six leadership competencies 
and attributes.10 The Army can, and should, provide 
something more meaningful that is grounded in regula-
tory guidance.

Each military occupational specialty has a unique 
set of performance indicators that are maintained and 
updated by the branch proponent. For example, the per-
formance indicators for an infantry sergeant first class 
typically state that they should have earned their Ranger 
Tab and/or Bradley Master Gunner Badge, earned their 
Expert Infantryman Badge, served twenty-four months 
in a platoon sergeant position, and earned a minimum 
of thirty college credit hours.11 Additionally, there is an 
expectation that infantry sergeants first class possess 
exceptionally high fitness scores as they are the primary 
warfighters of our profession. While other branches may 
possess slightly different requirements, all panel mem-
bers use their experience and judgment to consider eval-
uation reports, assignment histories, military schooling, 
and other indicators found within personnel files.

Currently, NCOs receive zero feedback relative 
to these indicators. Using criteria common to most 
branches as a baseline, figure 6 (on page 114) pro-
vides a numerically based example of how personal-
ized feedback could look. While this example does 
not provide qualitative or branch-specific feedback, 
it does provide a starting point from which to im-
prove. Ideally, NCOs receive both a quantitative 
rating and qualitative comments from the panel mem-
bers as feedback.

Negative impacts. The Army releases the results 
roughly two months after the board finishes reviewing 
the files. On the day the OML results are released, the 
Army Career Tracker updates the new OML numbers 
without data visualization, feedback mechanisms, or 
context. There is no story in the numbers nor is there 
an understanding as to why an NCO received the 
OML number they received. Half are told they are 
below average with no feedback and no path forward. 
There are, however, serious implications for promo-
tions, schooling, and assignments. And there are seri-
ous effects on morale across the force.

Figure 5. Distribution of Total Board Scores  
Relative to Order of Merit List Results

(Figure by author)
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The first is a sense of individualism that is a byprod-
uct of not ranking higher.12 This manifests as Army 
NCOs with below average results become hyperfo-
cused on their own evaluation reports, wanting to en-
sure a better rank the following year. Closely related to 
individualism, hypercompetitiveness emerges as NCOs 
compete against others in unhealthy ways. Rather 
than working together for the organization’s collective 
good, “spotlight Rangers” begin to cast light on their 
own efforts while diverting attention away from their 
peers. While both are natural human responses created 
by a forced distribution system that lacks context and 
feedback mechanisms, they are unhealthy for a force 
requiring collaboration and teamwork to accomplish 
the mission.

Finally, the blended retirement system compounds 
the issue as the Army lost its most significant incentive 
to retain talented leaders to retirement. While it’s true 
less than 20 percent of soldiers made it to retirement 
under the old system, initial term losses skew the rele-
vance of that statistic, as those losses were unlikely to 
be assessed at talent evaluation boards year after year.13 
NCOs with desire to serve for many years beyond their 
initial enlistments now weigh OML results alongside 

their matched Thrift Savings Plans. While the blended 
retirement system is certainly good for many midcareer 
service members, it does add a unique layer of complexi-
ty to uncontextualized OML results.

To put this in perspective, consider an NCO with 
eight years in service, who ranked in the 55th percen-
tile two years in a row (i.e., 1320 out of 2400 on their 
OML). Without context, they would feel disenfran-
chised, let down, or that they are not good enough to 
remain in service. The Army provided no feedback and 
left it to the individual to draw their own conclusions 
on their OML score. Viewing an OML of 1320 out 
of 2400 would lead many to believe they are a sub-
standard performer, no matter what leaders tell them. 
Unbeknownst to them, they reside in the upper third 
in terms of performance relative to their peers, not the 
bottom half.

Anecdotally, these are real conversations happening 
across the force today. NCOs grow frustrated with the 
lack of context behind board results and OML num-
bers. Given these circumstances and the opportunity to 
transition with a matched Thrift Savings Plan, it is not 
surprising when many seek new professions in a labor 
market that values transitioning military talent.

Figure 6. Suggested Personalized Feedback on Key Performance Indicators
(Figure by author)
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Conclusion
Talent evaluation boards were adopted to stream-

line personnel decisions across the enterprise while 
ensuring NCOs were promoted based on merit versus 
tenure.14 Unfortunately, the output lacks clarity and 
personalization. While forced distribution systems may 
seem efficient, without context, they carry significant 

disadvantages that impact morale and effectiveness.  By 
displaying average board scores, contextualizing results, 
and providing personalized feedback, the Army can 
change the way its NCOs interpret the results. The 
Army is in a war for talent. If it intends to win, it must 
seriously consider how it provides feedback following 
its evaluation boards.   
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