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The discipline which makes the soldiers of a free country 
reliable in battle is not to be gained by harsh or tyrannical 
treatment. On the contrary, such treatment is far more 
likely to destroy than to make an army.

—Lt. Gen. John M. Schofield, U.S. Army

Leadership and learning are indispensable to each other.
				    —John F. Kennedy

Army officers are promoted utilizing a system 
that measures numerous factors, including 
their achievements, future potential, and 

adherence to Army values.1 Unfortunately, this type of 

assessment has two main shortcomings. First, due to 
its design, the system habitually only uses the feedback 
from one person, the rater, as the sole source of input 
on the evaluation of the individual. Second, the system 
has a substantial blind spot because it only focuses on 
measurable achievements and provides perfunctory 
checks on the methods and behaviors implemented to 
achieve them. The confluence of these systemic limita-
tions, coupled with short-term rotations, has at times 
resulted in the promotion of individuals with dubious 
leadership skills, enabling the unchecked growth of a 
corrosive organizational climate.2 Fortunately, this may 
be about to change. The Army’s recent changes to how 
it evaluates field grade officers, and in particular, the 
selection for command positions, may finally provide 
enough incentive to incorporate subordinate feedback 
in the development of officers as a necessary require-

ment for the advancement of its best leaders.

Does Subordinate 
Feedback Matter?

Subordinate feedback and its 
overall value in the develop-

ment of leaders has been 
a resurgent topic of 

THE IMPACT OF SUBORDINATE FEEDBACK



March-April 2021  MILITARY REVIEW126

conversation dating back to at least 1998.3 The notion 
of utilizing this type of feedback as a tool for the edi-
fication of leaders has been analyzed by both military 
and corporate scholars; it was even included in the 
2014 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA), 
whereby the Department of Defense was tasked with 
completing an assessment on the implementation of 
a multi-source feedback program as part of a perfor-
mance evaluation report.4 Yet, in spite of its enduring 
popularity, the idea has continually failed to take hold.

Recent initiatives by the Army, such as the Colonels 
Command Assessment Program (CCAP) and the 
Battalion Commander Assessment Program (BCAP), 
suggest there may be significant benefits to further 
exploring subordinate feedback and illustrate the 
Army’s drive to use more nontraditional sources of 
information in the assessment of its officers.5 Those 
officers who participate in the BCAP and CCAP are 
evaluated by panels of experts, subordinates, and peers 
on a number of observed metrics, including adverse 
personality traits that could prove detrimental in a 
unit.6 This recent advance in the assessment of future 
leaders is groundbreaking because it could serve as the 
strongest argument yet in support of the integration of 
subordinate feedback as a necessary part of an officer’s 
development plan. By creating a direct linkage between 
career advancement and the development of certain 
key personality traits, the BCAP and the CCAP may 
have finally created an impetus for officers to under-
stand how they are perceived by subordinates.

The Limits of 
Single-Source 
Evaluations

The current officer 
evaluation system and 
its various iterations 
throughout the years 
have been a consistent 
target for critics. Most 
of the negative com-
ments are focused on 
its lack of objectivity, 
the limits of the block 
check system, its in-
ability to differentiate 
performance versus 

effort, and the imbued potential for favoritism.7 In par-
ticular, the evaluation system has been accused of forc-
ing raters to overlook constructive criticism and risk 
taking, instead focusing on promoting the appearance 
of an officer with zero demerits who lives in perpetu-
al organizational stasis.8 It is worth noting that these 
shortcomings do not denote malice by the rater, but 
rather illustrate a fault in the overall information-gath-
ering mechanisms of the system. Due to its habitual use 
of the rater as the singular source of data, the system 
forces its user to make educated guesses about areas 
where he or she may not have firsthand knowledge, 
enabling internal biases which negatively impact the 
objectivity of the system.9 This results in an incomplete 
assessment that hinders self-development, prevents the 
documentation of constructive criticism, and creates an 
inflated estimate of performance.

In 2009, an Army Research Institute survey 
found that 88 percent of the interviewed officers 
believed themselves to be in the top 25 percent of 
their respective peer groups.10 While somewhat com-
ical, this disparity sadly illustrates the main concern 
about the current evaluation system. Officers are 
not receiving enough constructive criticism on past 
performances, thus enabling an inflated sense of 
achievement that prohibits them from accurately as-
sessing themselves. Had these individuals been evalu-
ated under a system promoting pointed, constructive 
criticism, perhaps their self-assessments would have 
been more accurate. Research has shown that sub-
ordinate feedback can help ratees have an improved 
understanding of their performance because it is not 
solely focused on achievements but on the impact 
of their actions on their subordinates.11 At the same 
time, the feedback can be used as a recurrent azi-
muth check to ensure officers develop constructive 
personality traits in preparation for their assessment 
during the BCAP and the CCAP.

Prior Attempts at 
Multi-Source Feedback

The now defunct Multi-Source Assessment and 
Feedback (MSAF) program remains as one of the best-
known initiatives the Army has implemented to gather 
subordinate, peer, and superior feedback with the goal of 
guiding the self-development of officers. When executed 
correctly, the multi-source feedback was supposed to 
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provide an accurate assessment of an individual’s perfor-
mance to help guide their self-development.12

Unfortunately, a key aspect of the Army’s MSAF pro-
gram is that it was more of an optional self-development 
initiative. Among its greatest flaws, the system enabled 
only the rated officer to choose which individuals could 
give feedback, resulting in favoritism and the suppression 
of those who would have negative, albeit potentially con-
structive, opinions of the ratee.13 To further exacerbate 
this issue, the final tally of the survey was only viewable 
by the rated officer, ensuring that any negative com-
ments on the performance of the officer remained out 
of reach by his or her rater. With no forcing mechanism 
to ensure the rated officer incorporated any constructive 
criticism toward his or her professional development, the 
MSAF program became a perfunctory check. Unable to 
demonstrate its value against time and personnel costs, 
the MSAF program was eventually halted in 2018.14

Reincorporating 
Subordinate Feedback

To avoid some of the pitfalls associated with prior 
efforts to incorporate multi-source feedback and enhance 

the officer evaluation system, it is critical to begin by 
establishing the right parameters and structure for the 
system. The goal of incorporating subordinate feedback 
as a developmental tool is not to serve as a platform to 
vent frustrations about an officer but as a venue to for-
mally communicate a cause for concern that may prevent 
that person’s advancement. The intent is for the leader to 
become better acquainted with some of his or her poten-
tially noncollaborative personality traits so that he or she 
may address these challenges well before assessment at 
the BCAP or the CCAP. The proposed feedback should 
be used mainly as a developmental tool but may also 
influence the evaluation the officer receives. To achieve 
this, the survey should be crafted based on the following 
suggestions to ensure it is relevant, anonymous, expedi-
ent, and accountable to subordinates and superiors alike.

Candidates attempt to traverse an obstacle at the Leader Reaction 
Course 23 January 2020 during the Battalion Commander Assessment 
Program at Fort Knox, Kentucky. The Battalion Commander Assessment 
Program is designed to determine fitness for command and strategic 
leadership potential. (Photo by Staff Sgt. Daniel Schroeder, U.S. Army)
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The first challenge is accurately selecting who pro-
vides the feedback. To address the selection bias found 
in the prior MSAF program, only immediate subor-
dinates should have the option to provide an assess-
ment of their rater. This ensures that the individuals 

answering the questions have firsthand knowledge of 
the officer’s performance. Concerned individuals may 
point out that officers with a small number of subor-
dinates may not have a large enough sample size to 
receive an accurate assessment of their performance; 
however, the goal of the survey is not to serve as a per-
sonality test but as a way to identify prominent traits 
that may hinder promotion.

The second challenge is selecting who will receive 
the results of the survey. To decrease any chances of 
retribution against subordinates, the results of the 
survey should be anonymous and only accessible by 
the officer’s rater. This would also help address one of 
the main limitations of the current evaluation system, 
and it would decrease any inclination toward personal 
biases by providing raters with an additional source of 
information. Additionally, by ensuring that only the 
officer’s rater has access to the results, the survey plac-
es the responsibility for addressing these officer traits 
on the rater, directly addressing the lack of enforce-
ment from the prior MSAF program, which often 
resulted in officers habitually ignoring any negative 
feedback they received.15

The third challenge is to develop a short survey 
accurate enough to capture the most salient points of 
the feedback. To achieve this, the survey should have no 
more than ten questions aimed at briefly assessing the 
levels of extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, 
neuroticism, and emotional stability of the rated officer. 
The assessment of these personality traits is based on the 
“Big Five” factor model of personality, which has received 
significant attention as a tool to evaluate latent person-
ality barriers to leadership improvement.16 By breaking 

down the survey into five measurable areas, the audience 
is provided with context and avoids overlooking any po-
tentially concerning behavior. In addition, each question 
should have a text box requiring the subordinate to write 
a specific narrative of the behavior in question.

The fourth and last challenge focuses on the overall 
recurrence of the feedback. Invitations to complete the 
survey should be sent digitally on a quarterly basis. The 
invitation should be sent via an automated system or 
by the officer’s rater, utilizing an approved template. 
Subordinates would only have to fill out the survey if 
they observed any alarming behavior which may hinder 
promotion. This would help meet two objectives. First, 
by soliciting subordinate feedback every quarter, sub-
ordinates have an opportunity to provide more timely, 
accurate assessments. Second, the officer’s rater could 
incorporate the received feedback as a developmental 
tool in quarterly counseling. The completion of the 
survey by subordinates would remain optional to help 
reduce personnel requirements and ensure the survey is 
only being used to report truly detrimental behavior.

To ascertain the structural validity and overall value 
of the proposed survey, the initiative should be initially 
tested as a pilot program. One suggestion is to begin at 
the field grade officer level. This will ensure that respon-
dents have the maturity and experience to effectively 
voice constructive, valid, actionable, credible, and reliable 
concerns of behavior that could negatively impact the 
advancement of their superiors. If the pilot is successful, 
the initiative could be expanded to include company 
grade officers and first sergeants, providing those in lead-
ership positions with even more time to work on their 
self-assessments before they are evaluated for positions 
of increased responsibility. As an additional benefit, the 
information from the surveys could even be added to a 
future assignments marketplace, creating a personality 
profile that helps place leaders in duty positions more 
closely aligned with their personal idiosyncrasies.

Concerned individuals may point out that officers with 
a small number of subordinates may not have a large 
enough sample size to receive an accurate assessment 
of their performance.
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Observations, Counterarguments, 
and Limits of the Initiative

Throughout the various readings, it was regularly 
mentioned that subordinate feedback should only be uti-
lized for personal development instead of promotion.17 
The proposed program aims to follow this mantra while 
increasing its accountability by placing the rater as the 
receiver of all feedback. This will facilitate the creation 
of an officer development plan but could also impact the 
promotion potential if the rater believes his or her subor-
dinate failed to reach the goals of the plan. Additionally, 
the proposed program does not address potential 
implications that may surge if the rated officer does not 
believe the information provided by his or her subordi-
nates is accurate enough. Since the survey responses are 
anonymous, it would be difficult to know who provided 
any information. In these instances, the rater may have 
to apply more art than science during the counseling 
process to determine the validity of the comments.

An additional concern is the rater’s ability to 
effectively help the subordinate curtail the behavior 
in question. Without specific training on this pro-
gram, supervisors would be left to develop their own 

approaches, which may impact the program’s overall 
effectiveness. Lastly, there could be some pushback 
against this initiative because it may share some 
superficial similarities to the Inspector General and 
Command Climate programs. The main difference is 
that under this proposed initiative, every field grade 
officer in a unit would receive feedback, not just 
those in command. Additionally, the information 
gathered from this initiative should never replace or 
be in conflict with the other programs. Their goals 
are objectively different.

Conclusion
Recent changes to how the Army evaluates an 

officer’s potential for promotion have served to 
highlight some shortcomings of the current evalua-
tion system, intensifying the need to provide future 

Participants prepare to take a computer-based psychometric assess-
ment 12 September 2020 during the Army’s first Colonels Command 
Assessment Program at Fort Knox, Kentucky. (Photo by Staff Sgt. Dan-
iel Schroeder, U.S. Army)
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leaders with the tools to address negative personality 
traits. Unfortunately, the limits of the current officer 
evaluation system preclude it from accurately evalu-
ating these subjective traits. Incorporating subordi-
nate feedback into an officer’s development plan via 
quarterly counseling would provide raters with much 

needed information to accurately assess their officers 
while providing the rated officer with a better under-
standing of how he or she is perceived. This would 
help create better officers who can appreciate the lim-
its of their awareness and develop solutions for future 
situations they are likely to find challenging.18   
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