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IN SUPPORT OF HOMESTEADERS

ave you ever been transferred from a

job that you enjoyed but your re-

placement didn’t want? Did you ever
want to stay somewhere long enough to
learn the names of the streets? Have you
ever said, “I could stay here indefinitely?”
Do you dislike starting something and then
not seeing it through?

If you answered ‘“yes’” to three of these
statements you may have latent home-
steading tendencies.

The military has enforced occupational

mobility. People seldom spend more than
three years in the same place, and they
often switch jobs during that time. Part of
the reason for this policy is the need for
professional development. A well-rounded

background includes experience in several

positions, and the more varied the experi-
ence the better qualified is the individual
to hold positions of broad scope. Ergo, the
more likely he or she is to be promoted.
Since not everyone likes the same kind of
work, many jobs have a rapid turnover of
occupants, some happy and some unhappy.

I would like to make a pitch for keeping
happy people in the jobs that make them
happy.

For example, the Army has a mortuary
system in Europe. In the last fifteen years,
as I have personally ascertained, at least
two of its commanders enjoyed the work
and wanted to stay, while at least two
others did not want the assignment, were
upset when they got it, and tried to leave as
quickly as possible. How much better it
would have been for all concerned, includ-
ing the whole military establishment, if the
first two had been given extended tours
and the remaining two sent elsewhere. The
happy occupants had no incentive to leave.
They knew they were not going to be pro-
moted much higher; variety of experience
would not help them. They were specialists
and they wanted to remain specialists.
Some jobs, such as command of battalions,
have many seekers. Other jobs, such as
command of mortuaries, are less popular.

Except for critical developmental jobs—
for example, operations officers of tactical



units—let’s allow the present occupants to
stay as long as they desire and perform
satisfactorily. We all know of positions
where this would work—an ROTC profes-
sorship in a small town with no military
facilities, or a defense attache post in a
faraway country. After all, there are people
who like Fort Polk and Thule and the far
side of Guam. I say, find them, send them
there, and let them stay. I make one stipu-
lation: the occupant should not be pro-
moted, while in the billet, to a grade higher
than authorized.

One of the advantages of having reserves
on active duty is that they know their
chances of attaining senior field grade are
poor. Since ticket-punching is pointless,
they can maximize the personal satisfac-
tion that derives from a secure environ-
ment. Some regulars develop the same feel-
ings after a few years of turmoil. There are
a lot of people who would trade the chance
of higher rank for the satisfaction derived
from seeing long-term projects through, a
house fixed up for them rather than for
someone else to live in, and their children
graduating from the school where they
started.

Yes, I know we still need people for hard-
ship tours and police actions. But their
chosen posts may still be a base where they
have roots, from which they are assigned,
and to which in due course they return.
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Homesteaders add continuity to an or-
ganization. The less the turnover, the less
likelihood of disruptive and unnecessary
“reforms” by new incumbents who want to
make a dramatic entrance. People who stay
develop lasting relationships with other
organizations and with the local commun-
ity. And what better way to defeat the
Peter Principle?

There are disadvantages, of course, but
don’t tell me going stale is one of them.
Have you performed worse as a parent be-
cause you've been at the job for fifteen
years?

Different people have different goals and
different satisfaction levels. By identifying
those who have found their niches, we can
reduce personnel turnover and keep good
people where we know they are doing good
work. A transfer always involves at least
two big unknowns: how will the transferee
make out in his new job, and how will the
replacement perform? And if you just don’t
consider making people happy a valid ar-
gument for my proposal, then try this one:
it saves money.

J. RONALD CAREY
Assistant  Professor of
Marketing

University of Texas at
San Antonio

“Idea File” is a special forum for contributions by
our readers of the spontaneous think-piece
variety—for flashes of inspiration that strike when
you’re not looking and ery out for immediate pub-
lication. When The Idea hits you, write it up (intel-
ligibly and legibly) and send it in. If it’s half as good
as you think it is, we'll try to publish it. Keep it
reasonably short—no more than five double-spaced
typed pages. We reserve the right to cut and to edit

for clarity, naturally with care to preserve the orig-
inal meaning, and subject to your veto of the final
product. Publication does not imply endorsement of
the writer's views by the Industrial College of the
Armed Forces.

Address your submission to: Editor, Perspectives
in Defense Management, Industrial College of the
Armed Forces, Fort Lesley J. MecNair, Washington,
D. C. 20319,
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