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ENERAL WILLIAM C. Westmoreland served as chief of staff of the

U.S. Army from July 1968 to June 1972, one of the most turbulent
eras in the service’s history. Safe passage through this era’s Vietnam storm
required the utmost in professionalism from the Army’s officer corps, but
the state of officer professionalism was suspect. Confronted in 1970 with
powerful evidence of a dysfunctional organizational culture, the chief of
staff devoted considerable time and attention to this issue for the remainder
of his tenure. Westmorland decided that the keystone to improving officer
professionalism was a major revision of the career management system, a
project soon known as the Officer Personnel Management System (OPMS).
This article will examine the development of OPMS and its implementation
to assess whether it fulfilled its intended role in cultivating officer profes-
sionalism.

In March 1970, the Peers Report on the My Lai massacre concluded
that officers in the Americal Division, including its general officers, had
not properly investigated whether war crimes had occurred, a finding that
Westmoreland found almost as deplorable as the murders themselves.! This
failure was “‘a matter of grave concern” to the chief of staft. In April, he tasked
the Army War College to conduct “an analysis of the moral and professional
climate” in the service.? The study reported there was a “significant, widely
perceived, rarely disavowed difference between the idealized professional
climate and the existing professional climate.” Over the next two years this
study—along with Westmoreland’s own observations and the steady flow of
bad news into his office—would prompt him to launch several initiatives to
improve the quality of training and leadership. While all these initiatives
included aspects of officer professionalism, none focused just on this issue.*
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Better Professionalism through

Better Career Management

By the autumn of 1970, Westmoreland had
decided that officer professionalism required its
own specific initiative. This made him the first chief
of staff to acknowledge the unintended side effects
of the career management system adopted after
World War II and the resulting dysfunctional organi-
zational culture described in the War College study.’
In October, after discussions with the deputy chief
of staff for personnel, Lieutenant General Walter
T. Kerwin, Jr., Westmoreland made it clear that
the way to improve officer professionalism was to
improve officer career management by establishing
the most effective methods for identifying, motivat-
ing, and utilizing three groups in the officer corps.

The first was a “select group” whose members
were “groomed by experience for high command
responsibilities.” The second group was made up
of “highly competent specialists” who “must be
able to foresee promotion and necessary profes-
sional education on an equal basis with the potential
commanders.” The third was “that large segment

.. who are neither technicians nor solely troop
leaders.”

Westmoreland set several priorities for Kerwin.
The first was “to identify our field grade officers
best suited to command, to designate them explicitly
as such, and to program them into stable command
assignments and other positions of great respon-
sibility.” The second was the issue of specializa-
tion, both in branch immaterial highly technical
fields and in certain specialties of the combat and
combat support arms. The third was the need to
“institute a vigorous ‘selection out’ process” for
generalists “who have reached their ceilings” and
specialists “who have ceased to produce.” These
officers undermined unit effectiveness and were
“highly detrimental” to the motivation and reten-
tion of enlisted soldiers and junior officers. Finally,
Westmoreland wanted an efficiency report “that will
permit us to identify early in an officer’s career his
interest, motivation, aptitude, particular capability,
and estimated capacity and potential.””®

While the professionalism study had empha-
sized selecting commanders and culling sub-
standard performers, it had not discussed spe-
cialization. Westmoreland was taking note of a
deep-rooted, widespread perception in the officer
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General Walter T. Kerwin, Jr.

corps that service in such fields would leave one less
competitive for promotion and for assignments that
would boost careers, particularly troop command.
A related issue was a long-standing concern among
logistics officers that spending much of their career
working in functional areas left them less competitive
for promotions, advanced military school slots, and
career-enhancing staff billets.’

Kerwin responded by outlining the concept that
the Office of the Deputy Chief of Staff for Personnel
(ODCSPER) would use in implementing Westmo-
reland’s guidance. The ODCSPER had created a
“straw man proposal’’ derived from the chief of staff’s
memorandum, comments from recent senior officer
promotion boards and senior service college selection
boards, the War College professionalism study, “the
apparent best features™ of other services officer sys-
tems, and “those key elements of our present officer
system.” Combining these sources would “appear to
offer the greatest hopes for eliminating nonproductive
competition, the ticket-punching syndrome, and the
many familiar inefficiencies and irritants variously
described in preliminary discussions.” Kerwin had
directed a thorough analysis of the concept in order
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to define the problem, set objectives, and lay out
the most effective lines on which to proceed, and
he appointed an ODCSPER general officer steering
committee to oversee the project. Work would be
coordinated with other on-going Army Staff endeav-
ors concerning professionalism with these efforts to
culminate by the mid-1973 target date already set for
completing the transition to an all-volunteer force.®

In June 1971 the draft OPMS went to the field
“for critical comment and indication of acceptability”
because of the “extremely sensitive nature of OPMS
and the acute personal interest in it of each career
officer.” A cover letter acknowledged that “OPMS
will elicit a range of views depending on such
variables as experience, rank, and expertise,” and
it requested that field commands obtain “the widest
possible reaction in the time allotted and to report
conflicting views where they represent a consensus
of a significant segment of the career officer and
potential career officer population.™

OPMS proposed the following definition of mili-
tary professionalism:

Military professionalism is the attainment
of excellence through education, experience
and personal dedication. It is characterized by
fidelity and selfiess devotion, which presup-
poses self-discipline, great skill, extensive
knowledge, and willingness to abide by
established military ethics and promote high
standards, tempered by sound judgement
[sic], compassion, and understanding. Profes-
sionalism implies a special trust that is inher-
ent in the oath executed by every member of
the Army Forces of the United States.

OPMS rejected an officer’s code on the grounds
that some officers would resent it, that the com-
missioning oath was a sufficient code, and that to
publish a code “may be construed as an admission
that professionalism within the Army Officer Corps
is less than satisfactory.”!”

OPMS would create a single component active
officer corps. Since 1945, the authorized officer
strength of the Regular Army had never been enough
to fully man the active force—therefore tens of thou-
sands of non-Regular officers could remain on active
duty. Almost all the best career-enhancing schools
and assignments, however, were for Regulars, and
only Regulars received permanent promotions. These
inequities since the mid-1950s had led many high
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quality non-Regulars to leave active duty, contribut-
ing to the persistent shortage of captains and majors
in the active force. The OPMS study concluded that
the dual-component system had to go since high
morale was vital to fostering professionalism “and it is
axiomatic that high morale in the officer corps is now
possible for only a minority.” In a single component
active officer corps “all officers would compete on an
equal basis, and the fittest would survive.”!!

The core of OPMS was the changes in the branches
managed by the Officer Personnel Directorate (OPD).
The existing system had these officers (except for
those in the Women’s Army Corps) compete against

The core of OPMS was the changes
in the branches managed by the
Officer Personnel Directorate.

each other on the Army Promotion List. OPMS would
have five career fields of related arms and services
whose requirements were mutually supporting in
the development of officer competence: the Combat
Arms, the Combat Support Arms, the Materiel
and Movement Services, “Other OPD Managed
Branches,” and a new Specialist Corps. Promotion
and school selection boards would consider officers
only against their peers in a career field. The practice
of officers holding temporary and permanent ranks
would end. Annual continuation boards would iden-
tify officers no longer qualitatively competitive with
their contemporaries and remove them from active
duty.'?

Under the existing system, officers in the special-
ist career program were expected to remain qualified
in both their basic branch and their specialty. Under
OPMS, these officers would form the Specialist
Corps, a new basic branch of the Army. They would
be assigned exclusively to positions requiring their
specialty, and promotion quotas established for each
specialty would ensure career progression oppor-
tunity. OPMS also recognized the need to support
functional specialties within branches and groups
of branches. Entry into specialization would be by
the choice of individual officers, consistent with the
needs of the service."
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To promote improved unit effectiveness and
greater professional competence, the way field grade
commanders were selected and staffs were manned
would change. OPMS saw field grade command as
a position of such complexity that it should now be,
in effect, a new special career program. A central-
ized board would evaluate field grade officers as
they entered the zone of eligibility for selection to
the Command and General Staff College (CGSC)
and would designate them as either best qualified for
command or for staff. Officers selected for command
would receive priority for command developmental
assignments within their career pattern.

The designers of OPMS claimed that this process
would eliminate the current corrosive competition for
command slots but would not split the officer corps
into an elite of commanders and an inferior class of
staffers. Under “staff functionalization” only the unit
commander, executive officer, operations officer,
and liaison officer positions would be designated as
branch material. Other staff positions would be filled
by specialists in the functional area of that position,
ending the practice of commanders using “the staff
as a place to hold incoming/outgoing and/or unfit
subordinate commanders.” The capability to provide
sufficient qualified officers for a greatly enlarged
wartime Army had been the crucial consideration in
designing the existing career management system.
OPMS sacrificed some of this capability but its
developers argued that it would still produce officers
able to assume positions of a higher grade, noting
that senior infantry captains under OPMS would
have more experience at the battalion and brigade
level than most current field grade infantry officers.'

ODCSPER had already begun revising the officer
evaluation system because most officers had lost con-
fidence in the established process. In 1969, Kerwin
had approved a recommendation to develop a new
efficiency report and institute other changes to take
effect in fiscal year 1972. The OPMS study found
that these actions would support the new career man-
agement system. Several studies had discovered that
the absence of an effective career and performance
counseling system was a major cause of officer
dissatisfaction. The OPMS steering committee con-
cluded that addressing this need was so urgent that
the plan for counseling training that was developed
by the study should be implemented without waiting
for approval of the entire OPMS concept.
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Kerwin accepted this recommendation and imple-
menting instructions were issued in April 1971."

Staffing OPMS: “We Must Not
Give the Appearance of Running

Scared”

Comments from the field were a shock to ODC-
SPER. There was inadequate support for several key
concepts, including the Specialist Corps and separa-
tion of field grade officers into command and staff
tracks. There was a general preference for keeping the
current system with minor modifications. There was
little support for what many saw as radical change at a
time when the Army faced so many challenges. There
was concern that OPMS was based on insufficient
study and analysis. Some in ODCSPER suspected
that the staffing process had been dominated by
general and field grade officers, thereby providing an
incomplete picture of the plan’s actual reception, since
company grade officers were presumed to be more
supportive of radical changes.'” The OPMS steering
committee, however, decided this possibility did not
outweigh the clear dislike of OPMS by many officers,
and Kerwin concluded that the most successful field
grade officers—those selected to attend CGSC—were
“more conservative than we think.”

The negative reactions prompted a hurried effort
within ODCSPER during the autumn to revise
OPMS and still deliver a decision briefing by the end
of the year. The deputy chief of staff for personnel
stressed the need to reduce the pressure of ticket
punching, especially for troop command assign-
ments. Kerwin also made it clear that in presenting
the revised OPMS to Westmoreland “we must not
give the appearance of running scared.” Out of these
discussions emerged a consensus that the original
OPMS had been “simply too big a package” and that
the revised version should be cut back to the “gut
issues” that were most critical to improving officer
professionalism.'®

The revised version, referred to at this time as
OPMS 11, dropped the Specialist Corps, branch group
specialization, and the concept of staff functionaliza-
tion. A new concept of the “dual-track” gave officers
a primary specialty based on their branch and then a
secondary specialty in a functional area. Centralized
selection of field grade officers for command assign-
ments remained, but the formal sifting of officers into
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(U.S. Army)

By December 2013, officers will be rated under a new evaluation system—one that is designed to both strengthen rater

accountability and reflect current Army leadership doctrine.

command and staff career tracks was abandoned. The
Army promotion list for OPD-managed branches
was still subdivided, but with the abandonment of
the Specialist Corps, there were now four groupings:
Combat Arms, Combat Support Arms, Logistics
Services, and Administrative Services. The coun-
seling training system and the new efficiency report
remained. The definition of professionalism was
deleted as too contentious. (Many comments had
called it insulting to officers.)

Because he had insufficient time to staff OPMS
II in the same manner as OPMS I, Kerwin sent a
team to CGSC to brief students on the revisions. The
overall reaction was 60.7 percent favorable, with the
new promotion system as the least-liked element.
Among the branch groupings, combat-arms officers
were the least supportive and logistics officers were
the most supportive. Next, ODCSPER briefed the
principals of the Army Staff and other senior offi-
cers. Their reactions varied “from mild acceptance
to enthusiastic support.”"?
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In January 1972, Kerwin briefed Westmoreland
on OPMS II. The discussion that followed found
the chief of staff’s closest advisors in disagreement.
While the vice chief of staff, General Bruce Palmer,
Jr., considered dual-track career development and
centralized field grade command selection to be
“desirable changes,” he argued against any changes
to the promotion system. For Palmer, the core
activity of the Army was combat and therefore the
service “must continue its orientation on the combat
arms within its corps of officers.” “More particular
management,” such as specific instructions to pro-
motion boards, could satisfy any need for special-
ists. The assistant vice chief of staff, Lieutenant
General William E. DePuy, fully supported OPMS
II and argued that the “officer corps should adjust
to the needs of the Army, not the converse.”

After the discussion, Westmoreland directed
ODCSPER to revise OPMS II “to demonstrate,
with greater clarity, the preeminent importance
of the combat arms officer,” to defer asking for
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changes in promotion laws “until experience suf-
ficient to justify such a proposal is acquired,” and
to develop an implementation plan “with the flex-
ibility to incorporate minor improvements without
jeopardizing the basic soundness of OPMS I1.”%°
Centralized selection for field grade command
soon became controversial when the OPMS steer-
ing committee abolished the command equivalent
policy because “competence as a troop commander,
as contrasted to managerial or technical compe-
tence, is of paramount importance for effective
discharge of command responsibilities.” Army
Materiel Command and the Corps of Engineers
quickly attacked this decision, arguing that “the
list of ‘commanders’ is an identification of the elite
who will become the leaders (general officers) of
tomorrow’s Army.” Soon thereafter, many of their
command equivalent positions were restored.”!

Cultivation of Professionalism

Westmoreland’s successor, General Creighton
W. Abrams, Jr., shared Palmer’s unease over
OPMS. The emphasis on specialization would
compartmentalize the officer corps. Officers
would be forced “into a narrow mold poured in
Washington,” leaving them unprepared for “the
tough, unstructured jobs that must be done.”
Abrams suggested that its real objective was
advancing “the interests of specialists’ groups
which subordinate the interests of the Army to
narrow special interests.” Despite these con-
cerns, Abrams accepted counter-arguments for
the new system and approved its implementa-
tion, although he cautioned officers “to bear in
mind that how well you do in the Army depends
not on our system of management, but rather
on your individual efforts and dedication to
service.”?

OPMS did not cultivate a more professional
officer corps. A study of the CGSC class of 1972,
the same class Kerwin had used to staff OPMS 11,
found that the majority of students still believed
that the former generalist career pattern, with its
emphasis on troop command, was the route to pro-
motion and status. The study concluded that success
for OPMS “will be determined by how clearly it
identifies the true values of the officer corps and
how effectively it changes these values,” and that
“a firm central authority must recognize the true
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needs of the Army and establish a program which
will meet these needs.”” A 1978 study found that
the true values of the officer corps, as expressed in
the officer evaluation system, remained the values
of the generalist and that the “rational, albeit dis-
concerting,” response was to continue “the less
risky, traditional ‘officer generalist’ behaviors.”*
Indeed, from 1970 to 2011, similar critiques of
officer corps professionalism and the career man-
agement system have been made.”

The ideal and the practice of professionalism are
weaker in 2013 than they were in 1970. The Army
has given contractors many functions—such as
training, logistics, and doctrine writing—formerly
held to be the exclusive responsibility of soldiers,
eroding the service’s jurisdictional claim to exper-
tise. A 2002 study on the state of professionalism
concluded that “today’s Army is more bureaucracy
than profession.”

It also found that one of Abrams’ concerns had
been prescient: the career management system
since 1974 had “shifted the balance away from
individual development and toward a lock-step,
centralized system that requires all officers to
follow specific timelines and fill certain posi-
tions if they are to succeed.” These developments
created a “trust gap” between junior and senior

The service as an institution in
these years “essentially relayed
the message that it prizes warriors
over soldiers

officers that “has reached dangerously dysfunc-
tional levels.”?® Furthermore, the years of war
since 2001 have encouraged much of the officer
corps to limit the definition of professionalism
to competence in tactical combat operations. The
service as an institution in these years “essentially
relayed the message that it prizes warriors over
soldiers.””

The decision by Kerwin and Westmoreland to
abandon OPMS I—and Abrams’ ambivalence over
OPMS Il—made it clear that there would be no
firm central authority realigning the true values
of the officer corps to support the true needs of the
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Army. Furthermore, along with most of their peers,
these generals did not want to confront their respon-
sibilities for the state of officer professionalism.?
Despite the deplorable actions by general officers
of the Americal Division, neither Westmoreland
nor OPMS provided any direction on how general
officers should improve and sustain their profession-
alism. As a recent evaluation of the service’s current
efforts to improve professionalism pointed out, “The
responsibility to conform the Army’s behavior to that
of a moral, military profession vice occupation or
bureaucracy rests squarely with the senior leaders of
the profession . . . because they, rather than mid-level
uniformed officers and civilians, control the major
management systems of the Army.”%
Westmoreland believed that effective manag-
ers using the proper management structures and

procedures could solve any problem, and he
made changing the career management system his
primary response to the crisis in officer profes-
sionalism. As Bruce Palmer has noted, Westmore-
land also was “the shrewdly calculating, prudent
commander who chose the more conservative
course.”*® Strong objections from senior officers
led him to jettison the radical aspects of OPMS
I. His command style also prevented any serious
examination of the assumptions that had shaped
officer career management since 1945. Thus,
he approved a version of OPMS that could not
reduce the gap between the idealized professional
climate and the then-existing climate. As a result,
more than 40 years after Westmoreland com-
missioned the War College study, officer corps
professionalism remains a matter of concern. MR
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