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Abstract

The fundamental challenge of personnel management in the military is to assign the right person to the right job at the right time.  This process is traditionally broken down into problems of recruitment, selection, classification, and retention of soldiers.  The workshop on “Military Psychology in Personnel Management” explored how these problems are handled in different countries and how science and technology can facilitate the process.  Participants in the workshop expressed interest in collaborative projects between nations.  

Introduction 

Personnel management in the military has traditionally has been subdivided into the problems of recruitment, selection, classification, and retention.  Soldiers are recruited through advertisements, through interactions between recruiters and prospective soldiers, and sometimes by government policies.   Prospective soldiers are selected if they meet some set of standards, such as minimum cut-off scores on tests.   Soldiers are classified to jobs and billets by matching the their profile of test scores, histories, and interests to the minimum requirements of the jobs/billets.  And finally, soldiers are retained if there is a sufficient amount of incentives and stimulation to keep the soldier interested in a military career.   
The above four problems become progressively more challenging to the extent that there is a demand for more jobs and there is competition from other enterprises.  For example, when the economy is extremely good, individuals find it much more attractive to work in business and industry instead of the military.  It becomes extremely difficult to fill jobs in high technology and medicine when the salaries are doubled or tripled in the private sector.  As a compensation, the military can attempt to promise stimulating environments, adventure, travel, and a sensitivity to the interests of the soldier.  The military can also assist the soldier in exploring the risks and benefits of future career paths.   Nevertheless, serious shortfalls in particular jobs and skills make it extremely difficult to assign the right person to the right job at the right time. 

Participants in the workshop discussed methods of trying to solve these four problems of personnel management.  There were a number of differences between countries, but most of the problems were sufficiently similar that there was interest in collaborative projects between nations.  One country had no problems in recruitment and selection because all citizens served in the military at some point in their lives.  Many countries are facing serious problems in recruitment, because of the excellent economy, and are implementing aggressive advertising campaigns.  The problem of selection disappears when there is a serious shortfall in personnel; most applicants are selected.   Prospective young soldiers expect the military to train them in the use of high technologies, so there is a pressure to meet these expectations after soldiers are recruited.  

It is widely acknowledged that the process of selection and classification is improved to the extent that there is standardization and validation of psychological variables, using both quantitative and qualitative methods.  However, the countries had rather different practices in the use of statistical and mathematical models in selection and classification.  It is particularly difficult to measure the interests of young people because their interests change and many have very little idea of what their interests are.  This makes it particularly difficult to incorporate “interest” variables in models that match sailors to jobs on the basis individual profiles (training, skills, scores on psychological tests, interests).  There needs to be more global theories of these selection mechanisms -- theories that are grounded in empirical data.  

It is much cheaper to retain soldiers than to recruit new ones in many countries.  Therefore, the military somehow needs to earn the loyalty and trust of the soldiers.  There needs to be more sensitivity to the long-term evolution of the careers of personnel.  Financial incentives, promotions, and assignments need to be planned strategically to optimize the likelihood of retaining the good personnel.  Retention is presumably facilitated by honest communication about expectations in contracts and about changes in the soldiers’ roles.          

Technology is expected to play a major role in personnel management in the future.  The Internet allows rapid exploration of jobs and billets that are available to soldiers.  Potential recruits can learn about the armed forces through captivating Internet sites, including those with games and virtual reality environments.  They can explore their own interests and abilities (both cognitive and personality traits) completing tests and surveys on the Internet on-line.  Games and virtual reality environments can be developed for personnel at all levels of experience and expertise.  For example, there could be a forecast simulation game that allows a person to track alternative long-term career paths.  There can be VR depictions of prospective jobs and physical environments.   An intelligent software agent could be associated with each soldier, to advise and assist the soldier.  The software agent would match the soldier to alternative jobs, would recommend possible billets, and would help the soldier plan for future career development.  And finally, software tools can be developed to assist policy makers in personnel management.  

Some of the salient challenges of personnel management in the future are cultural.  Representatives from most countries acknowledged that there was a gap between (a) the perspectives and attitudes of the younger generation and (b) the traditions and attitudes of the older generation.  The older generation is frequently resistant to changes, which aggravates problems of recruitment and retention.  Another cultural problem lies in coordinating activities in educational institutions, the military, the government, and the private sector.  Individuals want to know whether taking courses X, Y and Z in school prepare them for job J in the military, or whether having a job J for N years in the military prepares them for job K in the private sector.  These constraints often are not apparent to soldiers so it is nearly impossible to engage in strategic life planning.  The military could be a leader in these efforts to coordinate multiple enterprises in a country.  

Participants in the workshop uniformly recommend collaborative programs of research between nations.  Many countries share common problems and challenges in the areas of manpower and personnel, so it would be prudent to compare insights and solutions.   
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