CAREER EXPECTATIONS for ENLISTED PERSONNEL

There are many milestones in an enlisted member’s career. The best way to review these milestones is to follow a typical enlisted member’s career.

1. In FY98, our fictional airman, Tim Jones, could have been one of 31,491 non-prior service enlistees or one of 196 people with prior military service. He enlisted for four years, as did 92.2% of all new members, while 7.8% of the new recruits enlisted for six years. The Air Force paid enlistment bonuses to five career fields, encouraging 508 people to enlist in critically needed Air Force specialties. The amount paid to each enlistee varied from a high of $6,000 for a six-year enlistment to a low of $1,000 for some critical four-year enlistments.

2. Upon arriving at Basic Military Training (BMT) School at Lackland AFB, Texas, Amn Jones began a six-week BMT course. Not everyone makes it through. In the last five years, BMT attrition has varied between 9% in FY94 to a high of 11% in FY95 back to 9% in FY98.

3. After BMT, some airman basics (E-1) are given credit for enlisting for six years, education or for the military "experience" (Civil Air Patrol, Junior ROTC, etc.) and are promoted immediately to airman (E-2) or airman first class (E-3). Almost 20% of all enlisted accessions receive this credit; in FY98 2433 were promoted to airman after BMT and 3771 were promoted to airman first class. As a "typical" airman, Amn Jones did not receive this credit and departed BMT in the rank of airman basic.

4. Following BMT, Amn Jones, along with all his contemporaries, report to formal technical training. All airmen attend formal tech training. These courses range from two weeks or one year, but most attend for approximately six weeks. Eighty-eight percent of the airmen will successfully complete tech school. Of the 12% who fail to complete tech training, 66% are sent to another specialty course and the rest are separated from the Air Force, bringing the overall graduation rate to 96%. Upon graduation airmen are awarded their three-skill level and become an "apprentice". 

5. After graduating from tech school, Amn Jones reports to his first duty station--chances are it will be stateside. Only 19% of a representative BMT flight will likely be assigned overseas with 18% assigned to long tour locations and 1% going to short tours. Certain specialties have more opportunities overseas (e.g., Linguists or Tactical Air Command and Control Specialists). A complete list of these specialties can be found on the CONUS/Overseas imbalance Air Force Specialty Code (AFSC) list located at the Military Personnel Flight.

6. The first priority for Amn Jones is learning his job through dual-channel training (on-the-job training and Career Development Courses (CDC)).

7. At the 36-month point, if qualified and recommended by his commander, Amn Jones will be promoted to senior airman. A select number of airmen, 15%, can be promoted to senior airman below-the-zone, six months early. After completing their CDCs, at least 15 months of up-grade training (UGT), and attaining the rank of senior airman, SrA Jones will be awarded the 5-skill level and will become a "Journeyman".

8. At 48 months of service (or upon his first reenlistment or selection to staff sergeant (E-5), SrA Jones is introduced to the first level of Professional Military Education (PME) offered to the enlisted force--the 30-day, in residence Airman Leadership School (ALS) located at most bases. This is a requirement before he can be promoted to SSgt. Before SrA Jones reaches the end of his first enlistment, 25% of his original graduating BMT flight-mates have left the Air Force for one of many different reasons (medical disqualification, Place Chase to the Air National Guard or Air Force Reserves, hardship, separation for cause, etc.)

9. Having completed his first 4 (or 6) years of service, SrA Jones would have the opportunity to reenlist for the first time. To reenlist, every airman must apply for and receive a Career Job Reservation (CJR). CJRs allow the Air Force to manage the number of people that move into higher levels of a particular AFSC. Approximately 17,642 airmen applied for a CJR in FY98. Ninety-five percent asked for and received a CJR to reenlist in their current AFSC. Another 5% requested and received a reservation in another AFSC. Less than 1% (6 people) did not receive a CJR in their requested AFSC in FY98 and chose to separate. Airmen in this situation had the option of requesting a CJR in another AFSC where the Air Force has a requirement. Approximately 54% of all those eligible to reenlist after their initial enlistments do so (first term reenlistment). 

Note: A recent policy change removed CJR constraints on 23 skills and extended the window of application an additional 5 months for both 4-year and 6-year enlistees. Also, CJRs are automatically approved when the unit commander recommends the first-term airman for reenlistment.
10. Between two and three percent of the Air Force enlisted corps will change specialties, or retrain annually. Last year, 6,310 members changed AFSCs for a variety of reasons. Seven percent of the retraining resulted from members being disqualified from their current specialty. Twenty-seven percent of the people who retrained (1,674) did so under the Career Airman Reenlistment Reservation System (CAREERS) retraining program. This program allows first term airmen to voluntarily change specialties. The bulk of retrainees (54% or 3,397 people in FY98) were retrained under the NCO Retraining Program that occurs after the member's initial enlistment. Of those 3,397 members 94% voluntarily retrained to meet Air Force requirements. Only 6% were involuntarily retrained.

11. In June 1974, the Air Force began paying members to reenlist in certain selected military specialties using a Selective Reenlistment Bonus (SRB) program. The SRB is the primary monetary incentive to attain the number of reenlistments necessary to support specific career fields. In FY98, 6,386 people in 117 different AFSCs reenlisted with a SRB. Reenlistment bonuses ranged from $2,366 to $45,000. The SRB is not a guaranteed entitlement because the Air Force reviews and revises, if necessary, the SRB skills list every six months. Airmen should not make financial plans or commitments before reenlisting and receiving the bonus.

12. Commanders have an opportunity to promote airmen using a unique and highly selective program, Stripes for Exceptional Performers (STEP). STEP gives commanders a tool to promote exceptional performers who have not been selected under the Weighted Airman Promotion System (WAPS). The goal is to promote deserving hard chargers who are behind their peers when comparing years of service to the number of stripes on their arms. Annually, the Air Force allocates 2% of the SSgt, TSgt, and MSgt promotions for this program (approximately 400 out of 20,000). In FY98, 48 SrA were STEP promoted to SSgt, 216 SSgt’s were STEP promoted to TSgt and 159 TSgt were STEP promoted to MSgt.

13. Most airmen currently sew on SSgt around the 7 ½ year point, after competing in about four promotion cycles (four chances to test). Over the past five years, the promotion opportunity to SSgt has averaged 17.21%. Last year, the opportunity to SSgt was 22%. Only 48 out of every100 individuals who attended BMT with SrA Jones can expect to make SSgt because many people decide to leave the Air Force before this point. In actuality, 93% of those who stay will eventually make SSgt. Once promoted to SSgt and after 12 months of upgrade training, SSgt Jones can attend 7-level tech school. He attains his 7-level after graduation and 18 months of upgrade training. This 7-level, called a "Craftsman," holds many key jobs in the enlisted force and allows him to test and complete for TSgt.

14. Most members (assuming 4-year enlistments) must reenlist again at approximately the eight-year point. Sixty-nine percent of all those eligible to reenlist at this point do so (second term reenlistment).

15. The average airman sews on TSgt at almost 14 years of service after six promotion cycles (six chances to test). Over the past five years, the promotion opportunity to TSgt has averaged 12.05%. Last year, the opportunity to TSgt was 18.4%. Twenty-five out of every 100 airmen who enter the Air Force can expect to join Tim Jones at the rank of TSgt. Once again, of those SSgt’s who stay in, 76% will eventually make TSgt. Somewhere between the 9th and 15th year of service, all TSgt’s will have the opportunity to go to the six-week long NCO Academy. PACAF, USAFE, and the College for Enlisted PME run the academies. This school is a requirement before advancement to MSgt.

16. While acquiring an academic degree from an institution of higher learning is not required for enlisted members, it is a goal many set for themselves. The Air Force offers many different opportunities to pursue this goal. Whether it is an associate degree from the Community College of the Air Force (CCAF) or a bachelor degree from a civilian institution, attaining this goal will enhance duty performance and better prepare someone for the future. Today, 54.6% of all MSgt’s have an associate degree or higher.

17. If TSgt Jones were promoted to MSgt on the Air Force average, he would sew on the new stripe at approximately 16 years and 4 months of service after three promotion cycles (three chances to test). Over the past five years, the promotion opportunity to MSgt has averaged 20.33%. Last year, the opportunity to MSgt was 22.6%. Only 17 out of every 100 people who join the Air Force usually make MSgt; however, of those TSgt’s who stay in the Air Force, 61% will eventually make MSgt.

18. Very few enlisted members progress past the rank of MSgt. Only 2% of the total enlisted force is SMSgt’s and another 1% is CMSgt’s. Promotion to SMSgt and CMSgt are different from the lower grades. Unlike previous ranks, prospective SMSgt’s and CMSgt’s only take one test, the USAF Supervisory Exam, which measures their leadership and managerial ability. For promotion to SMSgt and CMSgt, the member's records meet an evaluation board and receive a score. The board uses the whole person concept to evaluate someone's potential to serve in a higher grade. This score is added to their WAPS factors to develop a rank order within each AFSC. 

19. The average sew-on time for SMSgt is approximately 19 years and 4 months of service and those members who make SMSgt, usually do so after four promotion cycles (four changes to test and meet the board). Last year the opportunity to SMSgt was 7.95%. Over the past five years, the promotion opportunity to SMSgt has averaged 6.49%. Approximately, six of every 100 new accessions can expect to make SMSgt but 49% of MSgt’s, assuming they stay in long enough, will make SMSgt.

NOTE: Throughout this document average sew on times for each rank is provided. These times are averages; by definition, some people make their grade earlier than stated and others make it later. It is important to note--if you examine the average sew on times for those who eventually reach SMSgt and CMSgt, they will most often have made SSgt, TSgt and MSgt earlier than the averages listed in this document.
20. All SMSgt’s and a small amount of MSgt's have the opportunity to attend the Air Force Senior NCO Academy (SNCO) at Maxwell-Gunter Annex, Alabama. Attending the SNCOA is a requirement before a member can advance to CMSgt. Some members will have the unique opportunity to attend a sister service school PME. This is an opportunity that should not be overlooked, especially for specialties that routinely work closely with other services.

21. Reaching the highest rank in the enlisted corps, CMSgt, is achieved by only two out of 100 accessions. Of those SMSgt’s who stay to compete for CMSgt, 65% will eventually reach this mark. The percentage making CMSgt is higher than the percentage making SMSgt because many people chose to retire prior to this point in their career. The average sew on time for CMSgt is approximately 22 years of service and those members who make CMSgt usually do so after three promotion cycles (three chances to test and meet the board). Over the past five years, the promotion opportunity to CMSgt has averaged 15.02%. Last year the opportunity to CMSgt was 18.1%.

22. In order to provide consistently predictable career opportunities for all Air Force members over time, the Air Force establishes High Year of Tenure (HYT) dates that vary per grade. High Year of Tenure is 10 years for SrA, 20 years for SSgt and TSgt, 24 years for MSgt, 26 years for SMSgt and 30 years for CMSgt. Annually, approximately 600 SrA are required to separate at 10 years of service because they have not reached the grade of SSgt. SSgt and TSgt’s who retire must do so at their HYT (20 years). In 1998, 968 SSgt’s and 2,941 TSgt’s retired at 20 years of service. Another 1,007 MSgt’s were also required to retire at their HYT (24 years) in 1998. In terms of realistic career expectations, most NCOs retire at 20 years of service as a MSgt.

23. For many, retirement offers closure to a long and successful career in the United States Air Force. Those who choose to retire should have a deep sense of pride in a successful career. Historically, almost half of enlisted retirements (48%) occur at MSgt. By comparison, another 12% of all retirements occur in the rank of SMSgt and 7% are in the rank of CMSgt. The largest number of enlisted retirements occur at 20 years of service (51%). Eight percent retire at 21 years, 8% at 22 years, 5% at 23 years, 12% at 24 years, and 10% of all enlisted retirements occur between 25-30 years of service. Remember Amn Jones? He will most likely, along with the largest percentage of enlisted members, retire at MSgt with 20 years of service. During his 20-year career he will typically be assigned to one long tour location and one short tour location; however, the total number of assignments varies greatly according to AFSC and volunteer status.

24. The career of Air Force enlisted people may be very different depending on their AFSC. However, all enlisted members of the Air Force share common BMT, training, promotion, retraining, assignment, PME and reenlistment career development points. While there exists no one "typical" career in our enlisted corps, this document provides a general overview of an enlisted members career to help place individual expectations and aspirations in perspective.

