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The United States Air Force (USAF) relies on a complex integration of uniformed service members and a robust 

civilian workforce to maintain global air superiority. Historically, the development of senior leadership has been 

heavily weighted toward the commissioned officer corps, with clear, tiered structures for progression, education, 

and assignment. However, as the operational landscape evolves toward Great Power Competition and multi-domain 

operations, the role of the Civilian Senior Executive Service (SES)and senior GS-level civilians has become

increasingly critical. The transition from technical expert to strategic leader remains a significant hurdle for the

civilian workforce, necessitating a deliberate, structured developmental framework.

The Strategic Landscape of Civilian Leadership in the Air Force

Civilian leadership development is not merely an administrative requirement; it is a national security imperative. The 

civilian workforce provides the continuity, institutional memory, and specialized technical expertise that uniformed 

members, who rotate frequently, often cannot. Despite this, studies such as those conducted by Billy P. Webb and 

Karen Curriehighlight systemic challenges in how the Air Force identifies, grooms, and retains civilian talent for

senior roles. The primary tension lies in the shift from a 'competency-based' model to a 'strategic-attribute' model.

Defining the SES and the Civilian-Military Nexus

The Senior Executive Service (SES) was established by the Civil Service Reform Act of 1978 to provide a cadre 

of high-level managers with shared values and a commitment to public service. Within the Air Force, SES members 

are the civilian equivalents of General Officers. The challenge identified in recent technical studies is the 

'accidental' nature of civilian progression. Unlike officers, who have mandated Professional Military Education 

(PME) intervals, civilians often navigate their development independently, leading to gaps in strategic readiness.

Theoretical Framework: The Deliberate Development Model

To address these challenges, the Air Force has moved toward a Deliberate Development Model. This framework

posits that leadership is a skill set that must be cultivated through a combination of education, experience, and

mentorship. The model breaks down leadership into several key domains:

•  Institutional Competencies: These are the baseline skills required for all Air Force members, including 

communication, teamwork, and ethical decision-making.

•  Occupational Competencies: These are specific to the functional community (e.g., logistics, engineering, 

human resources).

•  Strategic Leader Attributes (SLAs): These are the higher-order cognitive and behavioral traits required for 

SES-level positions, such as vision, political savvy, and global perspective.

The Strategic Leader Attribute (SLA) Matrix

Determining which attributes are required for future leaders is a primary developmental challenge. Technical 

analysis of leadership frameworks suggests that strategic leaders must operate in the VUCA (Volatile, Uncertain, 

Complex, and Ambiguous)environment. This requires a shift in cognitive complexity. The following table

illustrates the shift in focus required as a civilian moves from mid-level management to senior leadership.



Competency Domain Management Focus (GS-13/14) Senior Leadership Focus (SES/
GS-15)

Decision Making Tactical efficiency and process 
adherence.

Strategic risk management and long-
term impact.

External Awareness Understanding local organizational 
policy.

Synthesizing geopolitical trends and 
legislative impacts.

Vision Executing existing mission sets. Defining future organizational 
paradigms and 20-year goals.

Coalition Building Inter-departmental coordination. International partnerships and inter-
agency diplomacy.

Resource Management Budget execution and auditing. Strategic resource allocation and 
multi-billion dollar programming 
(POM).

Technical Breakdown of the OPM Executive Core Qualifications (ECQs)

The Office of Personnel Management (OPM) defines five Executive Core Qualifications (ECQs)that all SES

candidates must demonstrate. For Air Force civilians, these represent the technical benchmark for senior

leadership readiness.

1. Leading Change

This ECQ involves the ability to bring about strategic change, both within and outside the organization, to meet 

organizational goals. In a technical context, this requires an understanding of Change Management Models(e.g.,

Kotter’s 8-Step Process) and the ability to foster resilience and flexibility in a rigid bureaucratic structure.

2. Leading People

Focuses on the ability to lead people toward meeting the organization's vision, mission, and goals. Key sub-

competencies include conflict management, leveraging diversity, and developing others. This is particularly 

challenging in the Air Force due to the Total Forceintegration, where civilians must lead mixed teams of active

duty, reserve, and contractor personnel.

3. Results Driven

Senior leaders must be accountable for their actions and those of their subordinates. This involves Technical 

Credibility, decisiveness, and entrepreneurship. In Air Force acquisition or sustainment, this translates to meeting 

Key Performance Parameters (KPPs) and maintaining readiness metrics.

4. Business Acumen

Often the most overlooked area for career civil servants, business acumen involves the ability to manage human, 

financial, and information resources strategically. This includes Financial Management (understanding the PPBE 

process) and Technology Management(integrating disruptive technologies like AI and Cyber into existing

workflows).

5. Building Coalitions

This requires the ability to build professional relationships with other federal agencies, state and local governments,



and nonprofit/private sector organizations. It is the 'diplomatic' core of the SES role.

The Role of Advanced Academic Degrees (AAD) and PME

One of the significant challenges identified in the 2008 and 2012 Air Force leadership studies is the access to and 

requirement for Advanced Academic Degrees (AAD). For uniformed officers, a Master's degree is effectively a 

prerequisite for promotion to O-5 (Lieutenant Colonel) and above. For civilians, the path is less clear. The Air Force 

Institute of Technology (AFIT)  and Air University (AU)offer programs, but the 'opportunity cost' for a civilian to

leave their position for a year of school is high.

Civilian Development Education (CDE) Tiers

The Air Force utilizes a tiered system for Civilian Development Education to mirror military progression:

1.  Basic Developmental Education (BDE): Targeted at GS-07 to GS-11. Focuses on foundational professional 

skills.

2.  Intermediate Developmental Education (IDE): Targeted at GS-12 to GS-13. Equivalent to Squadron Officer 

School/Air Command and Staff College.

3.  Senior Developmental Education (SDE): Targeted at GS-14 to GS-15. Equivalent to Air War College. This is 

the primary feeder for SES candidates.

Comparative Analysis of Development Paths

The following table compares the development paths of military officers versus civilian employees within the Air

Force structure, highlighting the 'developmental gap' that deliberate planning aims to close.



Feature Military Officer Path (O-4 to O-6) Civilian Employee Path (GS-13 to 
GS-15)

Career Mapping Centrally managed by AFPC with 
mandatory rotations.

Largely self-directed; rotations are 
optional/voluntary.

Education Mandatory PME (ACSC/AWC) for 
promotion.

Competitive application for CDE; not 
mandatory for GS-15.

Breadth of Experience Frequent PCS (moves) provide 
diverse perspectives.

High depth of expertise in one 
functional area; low breadth.

Leadership Training Continuous throughout career starting 
at O-1.

Variable; often begins in earnest only 
at the GS-13 level.

Mentorship Formalized 'Rater/Additional Rater' 
feedback loops.

Informal; highly dependent on specific 
supervisors.

Implementation Framework: A 5-Step Model for Deliberate Development

To bridge the gap identified in technical studies, an integrated Civilian Development Frameworkshould follow

these five steps:

Step 1: Gap Analysis and Talent Identification

Organizations must utilize data analytics to identify high-potential (HiPo) individuals early in their careers 

(GS-11/12). This involves moving beyond performance appraisals to Potential Assessments, which measure

learning agility and cognitive complexity.

Step 2: Cross-Functional Rotations

To build 'Strategic Breadth,' civilians must be encouraged to take assignments outside their comfort zones. A 

logistics expert might take a rotation in Legislative Affairs or Strategic Plans (A5/7). This breaks down the 'silo 

effect' and builds the Building Coalitions ECQ.

Step 3: Formal Mentorship and Coaching

Active mentorship from current SES members is vital. This is not just 'advice' but Sponsorship—where senior

leaders actively advocate for the developmental assignments of their protégés. Technical studies suggest that

individuals with formal sponsors are 30% more likely to reach the executive level.

Step 4: Academic Rigor

Investment in Advanced Academic Degreesmust be prioritized. This includes not just military PME, but executive

programs at institutions like Harvard's Kennedy School or the Brookings Institution, which provide exposure to

broader governance and industrial challenges.

Step 5: Assessment and Feedback Loops

Continuous assessment using 360-degree feedback and Executive Assessment Centersensures that

developmental efforts are yielding results. These tools provide an objective measure of progress against the OPM

ECQs.

Addressing the Generational Gap: Attracting Gen X and Millennials



The 2007 SES leader forum highlighted a critical challenge: 75% of the SES ranks were approaching retirement, 

and there was a struggle to attract Generation X personnel. Today, that challenge extends to Millennials and Gen 

Z. Unlike the 'Baby Boomer' generation, which valued long-term stability and a single-employer career, younger

generations value:

•  Autonomy and Flexibility: The ability to work remotely or have flexible schedules.

•  Purpose-Driven Work: Clear alignment between their tasks and the national defense mission.

•  Rapid Upskilling: Frequent opportunities to learn new technologies and methodologies.

To remain competitive with the private sector, the Air Force must modernize its Value Proposition. This includes

streamlining the hiring process (which can currently take 6-12 months) and offering competitive incentives for those

pursuing senior leadership roles.

Technical Challenges and Failure Modes in Leadership Pipelines

Despite the best frameworks, several 'failure modes' can inhibit civilian leadership development:

The 'Iron Rice Bowl' Syndrome

This refers to a culture of complacency where tenure is valued over performance. In a technical leadership 

environment, this leads to Stagnation. Mitigation involves implementing more rigorous performance standards and

'up or out' philosophies for high-level developmental tracks.

Functional Siloing

When an individual spends 20 years in a single functional area (e.g., Finance), they develop 'tunnel vision.' This is 

a significant barrier to the Strategic Vision required at the SES level. The solution is mandated Joint/Inter-agency 

assignments for GS-14/15 employees.

The Budgetary Constraint (PPBE)

Training and education budgets are often the first to be cut during sequestration or Continuing Resolutions (CRs). 

This 'short-termism' creates a 10-year 'talent gap' that is difficult to fill later. Protecting Civilian Force 

Development (CFD) funding is a critical strategic requirement.

Synthesizing the Future of Air Force Civilian Leadership

The transformation of the Air Force civilian leadership pipeline from a passive process to a deliberate, high-

intensity developmental framework is essential for maintaining a competitive advantage. The challenges identified

in the Webb and Currie studies—lack of strategic attributes, generational recruitment gaps, and educational hurdles

—are not insurmountable. By adopting a model based on the OPM ECQs, prioritizing advanced academic degrees,

and fostering a culture of cross-functional mobility, the Air Force can ensure its civilian senior leaders are prepared

for the complexities of modern warfare.

As the force continues to modernize its platforms, from the F-35 to the B-21, it must equally modernize its 'human 

platforms.' The civilian leader of the future must be a Technological Architect, a Strategic Diplomat, and a 

Resilient Manager. Only through deliberate development can the Air Force bridge the gap between technical

expertise and executive excellence, ensuring that the 'Total Force' is truly greater than the sum of its parts. The

focus must remain on identifying attributes that transcend the current mission, preparing leaders not for the

challenges we know, but for the uncertainties of the future security environment.
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