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Factors Related to Adaptability to
Military Service Among 1965 Airman Accessions

By

Nancy Guinn
Personnel Research Division
Air Force Human Resources Laboratoxy
I. INTRODUCTION

Many basic airmen meet established enlistment standards \but are dis-
charged for ur‘.suitabiiity or classified as ineligible to reenlist upon expira-
tion of their first term of enlistment. One of the major objectivés of
the selection and classification program is to develop more precise proce-
dures or methods which wili iéentify those young men not likely tc succeed in
their mil.itary career. -The reasoning behind this goal is simple. It is a
cc.;stly process to select and train-an‘ individual for military sérvice only to
find that at some later date he is uﬁsuitable_ or unable to adapt to the
military environment. Although d.ischarge. for uﬁsuitabili_t& ¢an occur at any
time in service, the prediction of unsuitable pérforrnance during the initial
tour of enlistment ié usually considered of paramount co.ncelrn.

The problem of unsuitability appears to be a universal one among all

branches of the armed sexvices. During the past 15 years, various attempts

have been made to develop a screening technique which could be used to reduce

the number of individuals who would be eliminated for unsuitability at a

later date (Flyer, 1959; Klieger, Dubuisson & deJung, 1961; Plag &
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Goffman, 1966). Although some variability exists between the various
services in the importance of pre-enlistmernt characteristics, there is a
general concensus that level of education, age, and general intellipence level
are highly predictive of military adjustment (Flycr, 1959: Fisher, Ward &
Holdrege, 1960; éordon & Bottenberg, 1962; Arthur, 1971; Plag and Got{man,
1967). In the Air Force setting, further research by Flyer (1963; 1964)
identified educatioral reference data and behavioral evaluatic ns during basic
military training as improving predicticr. of airman pertormance within the
framework of operational selection and classification procedures used at
that time. Findings also reflected that an increase in prediction was obtained
when composite scores were ccmputed for the dif ferent occupational groups
as compared with the use of a population derived score for all career fields.
In Naval research, other factors such as arrest history, number of school
znlusions, family stability, birthplace, race, and aptitude scores were
found %o predict effective Naval performance (Plag & Goffman, 1966).
Special emphasis on the assessment of adaptability was initiated by the
Air Force in the early 1960's. When the Human R:1liability program was
initiated in 1966, research findings of the Personnel Labor:n:cn:yl in this area
were incorporated into ar operational system of personnel selectior fox high

risk and/or sensitive assignments. The initial screening process developed

Unpublished working paper on unsuitable airmen: Research investigations
by the Personnel Laboratory during 1961; Flyer, Eli S., Adaptability and
Quality Evaluations Branch, April 19€¢1.
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vrfgr this program included a combination of aptitudinal, attitudinal, and demc-

praphic information. Peer ratings and tactical instructox evaluations yjere :
cbmbined with pre-service data bearing on the adjustment and attainment of
the individual prior to his entry into military service. The comprehensive
assessment proéedure _currently in operational use includes an extensive evalu-
ation of personal data such as legal, background, and military data; famiiy.
work aqd. medical history; and personal ref_erences; In addition, confidential .

" inquiry forms se'x;\t to personal,. credit;, medical, educa'tional_, and gmployment
reference_s as well as ¥he péicg aepartfnént are reviewed in evaluating the
stability and suitability of each caﬁdidate for a .highly-éensitive position. The
vaiidity .of this comprehensive asSeés;nént procedure has been apparent.by the
re’duct.ion in overall at;:tritio_n ratgls in technical training. 2

In each branch of- the armed services, the problem of adaptability appear s
more prevalent among airmen of lower mental abiI;ty (Gordon & Flyer, 1962;
Plag, Goffman '& Phelan, 1957; Plgg,“(-;offman & Phelan, 1970; Helme &

‘Anderson, 1964). Air Force research in this area’has indicated_ that the failure -
rate for this group is much higher, and within this lower aptitude category, it
is éossible to identify small subgroups wifh lower failure rates based on p'z'e'—

dictions from aptitude and pre-service educational data (Goz;dori & Flyer, 1962).

Research by _Naval personnel indicate similar pre-enlist....uc characteristics

20perational statistics from the Assessments Branch for 3rd Quarter, FY 71.




are valid for predicting féur-year Naval effectiveness among Category IV
pérsonnel: educational achigvement, number of school explusions, AFQT
score, and numi:er'of ar?est's.(Pla.g, Wilkins & Phelan, 1968; Plag g_g:__él. ,
19‘67). With the new mental standards Marine Cofps accessions, years of
schooling comp'leted,l average AQE scores, parents' mar'it_al-'stlatus, age at
enlistment, race, and average aptitude test scores combined into composites
were found to have predictive validities in the . 21-.25 range. Using these
predictor pox:npos;,iteé as a basis, ac‘tur-i'al tables and tables of odds for effec-
ti\'reness scores were constru ted for poscible use by r.e'cruiters as a basis for
selection of Navél and Marine Corps personnel (Plag et al., 1970). Although-
ali of these studies de.signed to predict the adjustment of Category IV oz':low
aptitude personnel indicate that these individuals aré somewhat inferior to
their contemporaries in other mental ability categories on measures of
mélitary adapt;':\tion and performance, .a _majority of these individuals were
fo!und to be effective performers (PrlagAg_t al., 1968; Grunzke, Gt-xii-\n, &
Stauffer, 197lO).

: A__r_nothe_r aspect of adaptability emphasized in severai r‘e__search, projects
centers on the emotional stability of enlistees when subjected to military
life and the interrelation of‘psychiétz"ic illness and military effectiveness.
Stgdies,in this area h.ave rev_ealed that the _.inciAence of mental disorders in
th_gNa{vy véries with sex, age, length of sery%_ce, rank, occupational specialty,
and rate of prorﬁotion (Arthur & Gunderson, 1965; Gunderson & Arthe‘r, 1966).

I'n'anothexjstudy by Plag, Arthur and Goffman ('1970), it was found that
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psychiatric patients do possess characteristics of pre-service adaptation
quite similar to enlistees exhibiting non-effective performance. These
psychiatric patients differed fron. cuirtrol enlistees on such characteristi:.
as level of schooling, AFQT score, family stability, number of expulsions
from schuel, and reasor for enlistment. Such a finding suggests that a
selection sy.tem which dif ferentiates between 2£fective and non-effective
military performance would also elirninate the number of enlistees with a
high potential of becoming psychiatric patients.

Current Air Force research on the future volunteer force suggests
that the quantity and quality of potential voiunteers may be somewhat lo ver
than the number and aptitude level of current accessions (Valentine & Vitola,
1970; Vitola & Vaientine, 1971). If such a decrease is actuaily realized in the
zero-draft environment, it becomes even more important to identify individ-
uals who will most likely succeed in their military career. As a preliminary
step in this area, this report presents the resuits of initial analyses on the

use of pre-enlistment characteristics in screening for adaptability.
1I. METHOD

Sample. The sample corsists of 103, 060 enlistees who entered the Air
Force during 1965. Those entering an officer commissi. ..., program and
those whose desirability/suitability Sor military service could not be readily

ascertained from historical records were eliminated from the sample. Those

enlistees eliminated from analysis tetaled 7, 645 reducing the total N of the

1965 sample to 95, 415.



Variables of interest. Three variahles found to be valid predictors of
adaptability/suitability in previous research were used: age at enlistment,
pre-service educational achievement, and AFQT score.

Criterion variable. The criterion was dichotomous. Those classified

as desirable or successful airmen were those who reenlisted or were eligible
to reenlist at the completion of their first term. Undesirable or unsuccess-
ful airmen were those discharged for reasons of unsuitability or were not
eligible for reenlistment at the completion of their initial tour.

Procedure. Various percentage distributions were used to illustrate
the relationship between the predictor variables and successful military
performance and the usefulness of these variables in providing a basis for

selection screening.

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1 reflects the proportions of the 1965 accessions who can be
considered desirable/successful by educational level attained prior to
service. The high school non-graduate category has the largest percentage
of undesirable enlistees. Eliminating all individuals without a high school
diploma would eliminate approximately 22 percent of the total number of
undesirables. However, along with the 2, 887 undesirables, 7, 529 high school
non-graduates who were considexed desirable would also have been eliminated.

If high school graduation were t> be used as a screening device, 11 percent of
the total accessions would have been rr iected for military service and 72

percent of those rejected would have been successful.
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. AFQT catégory has been found to be a valid Vpr‘e;ii.ctor of millitafy success
in preﬁous research.- In the 1965 airman population. differences az;é. found
in the 'rate of undesirable airmen by category. Table 2 in&icates that 18
. percent of the low mental ability airmen are idehtified as undesirable. If it
were feasible and/§r practical to restrict enlistments tc Categories I, II,
and II personnel, only 11 percent of thelidentified undesirables w;Ould be
eliminated. Even more detrimental is the fact that 82 percent éf those
Category v enlisteés who would be excluded would have been\successful in
theig nﬁli_tary career. It should be noted that in the 1965 sample, only
eig.h.t percent lof ti\e total accessions were Category IV personnel. With the
‘implementation of. Projgct 100, 000, Category IV i_nput was incﬁreasclad to

approximately 18 percent. Although thedes'irability of the current Category

IV accessions may be quite similar to the 1965 Category IV perconnel, ‘the.
total number in this category is larger today than indicated in the 1965

group, and the risk of eliminating an even lazjger-progiortion of potentially

successful enlistees is present.



00T 2 98 9
) . % TvIOL
SIP ‘S6 14T°CT PHT ‘78 N
00T 81 Z8 %
€8 768 ‘L S'1 €EP ‘1 L9 6SP ‘9 N  (o£-01 23023 1DAV) Al
00T 91 43 %
9°SP P8y ‘% vL 550 ‘2L z°8¢ 0EP ‘9€ N (po-1€ 23008 ID3V) ITI
001 11 68 %
8 ‘8¢ 190 ‘€ Fy 91T ‘¥ S *BE SH6 ‘€ N (26-59 21005 I1DJV) II
00T CT 06 %
A 816 ‘9 L’ 899 99 0I€ ‘9 N (dn-gg @x005 IDIV) 1
[ejo] puexs [e10] [e3o] puexd  3[qearsapuql  [ejo] puerd  2[qeirsaq £xo323eD IDIV

30 %

%

sn3e3g A3IIqexisaq

30 %

XJO9OdLVD 1OV A9 ALITIgvyIsid

¢ I19vV.L

O

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

E



In Table 3, the frequency and perc :ntage of desirable/undesirable
personnel are given for each age group. Previously, it has been found that
the younger airman may be the o'ie to encounter difficulty in adjusting to
military life. Similar results are found in the 1965 group. The largest
percentage of undesirables appears in the 17-year-old group. Eliminating
this reli":vely small group only reduces the undesirable group by 1.5
percent, and along with each undesirable, approximately three desirable 17

year olds would also be rejected.
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Since age, AFQT category, an&Aeducational level appeaf to be related
. to success ’in the military, an effort was made to determine the combined
effectiveness of using all three of these variableg as a basis for.a screening
proc_edure. ~All enlistees Qho fell in oﬁe or more of the following catégories
weré identified: AFQT Category'I\l"\.,n_17 years old, and/ or high séhool non-
graduate. Resuits of this approach aré piesented by Table 4. Eliminating
all Category IV, high school non—gfaauate, and 17 year old enlistees reduces
the number o£ undesirables by 34 percex;\t. However, all enlistees having one
‘or more of these three characteristics represents one-fifth of the total
acces‘siolhs, and 7? percent ofvthosev individuals pro;red to bé succeséfql

. -

airmen. Such a restrictive screening procedure would not be economically or

_practically feasible in an operational system today.
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IV. CONCLUDING REMARKS

T_hese data are presented to empharsize the problems associafed with
the development and design of an effective screening procedure which will
identify a maximum number of enlistees who might n:ot adapt to the rigors
of military service while Aot_excluding a sizeable proportion of individuals
Qho can, and will, make good servicemen. It is obvious that the use of
biographical and aptituainal data alone will not produce an effective
screening device. One of the primary objecfives in selection anci assignment
xeseé?ch- is to improve our selection techr.\i.ques néw in operatio_nal use by
refininé and periodically reassessing the validity of current screening
procedures. How;ever, with thel'move ‘toward a zero~d¥aft environment, | our

' em’phgsis must focus on broa‘déning rather than restricting our ma.npo'Wer.
resource base. This would indicate that other procedures such as depth
interviews, reference checks, and ;'psychiatric. diagnostic tools might be

, cafefﬁlly 'explored>in combination \&ith backgfol;na data to design a screening
procedufe which will identify, over af\d above the screening pfocedures now
in operational u'se,. a practical and signific.ant number of undesirable enlistees

to the minimum exclusion of potentially qualified personnel.

.14
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