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ABSTRACT
This qualitative grounded theory study examined the decision-making process of female
U.S. military veterans who chose to leave active duty service and who are civilian federal
employees with the Department of Defense (DOD). To date, the military community
continues to experience widespread voluntary turnover of its female workforce who are
critical to the mission readiness and functional capability of the armed forces.
Understanding of consistent voluntary turnover remains limited in the literature and does
not sufficiently explain the organizational exit behavior of servicewomen. Data were
collected through semistructured interviews involving 15 female veterans of the U.S.
Army, Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force military branches. From participants’ rich
descriptions, the researcher developed a narrative to understand the process of
withdrawing from military service. By using a synthesis grounded theory design to
analyze data, the basic social psychological process (BSPP) opportunity cost (a
commonly shared problem among research participants) was identified (Wilson &
Hutchinson, 1996). Moreover, the basic social process (BSP) emerged as a 3-stage
process that explained servicewomen’s decision-making process when leaving the
military. The 3 stages include (a) motivational interests, (b) influential factors and
experiences, and (c¢) psychological impacts. The findings of this study may contribute to
the limited military turnover and retention literature as well as extend the knowledge of
government officials, military leadership, and public administration practitioners
concerned with female exit behavior. Recommendations for future research are provided.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Military Retention: Quit Decision-Making Process of Servicewomen

This study sought to explore the decision-making process of female
servicemembers who have chosen to leave the U.S. Armed Services, which they
voluntarily joined. The intent of this qualitative study was to examine with a purposive
sample of female veterans their deliberation approach concerning their career longevity
in the military. It was anticipated that the knowledge generated from this inquiry would
perhaps afford new insights and help to increase female retention throughout all branches
of the U.S. military. This research employed a systematic grounded theory research
methodology to illustrate the phenomenon under examination. Participants of this study
included a nonprobability selected group of female veterans who are federal employees
with the Department of Defense (DOD).

This chapter begins with an overview of the background and context that frames
the study. What follows is the problem statement, the purpose of the study, the research
questions, and the significance of the study. Also included in this chapter are
assumptions and delimitations as well as key definitions of terms used throughout the
study. The chapter concludes with a discussion outlining the organization of the study.

Background and Context of the Problem

A priority and concern for many businesses within the United States is securing
employee retention in a competitive talent market (Al Mamun & Hasan, 2017; Bryant &
Allen, 2013; Cardy & Lengnick-Hall, 2011; Lee, Hom, Eberly, & Li, 2018; Tanwar &
Prasad, 2016). Failing to fortify employee retention may give rise to direct and indirect

costs for organizations. Direct costs manifest as monetary expenses incurred by



organizations as a result of administrative processing fees, training and development
costs, recruitment expenses, and employee orientation expenses (Al Mamun & Hasan,
2017; Cardy & Lengnick-Hall, 2011). On the other hand, indirect costs are indicated
with losses in production and customer service, diminished employee diversity, loss of
organizational strategic knowledge, and subject matter experience (D. G. Allen, Bryant,
& Vardaman, 2010; Lee et al., 2018). Research has suggested that poor retention
management could cost organizations upwards of 100% of the annual salary for the
position being filled (Cascio, 2006). Likewise, consider a business that employs 500
workers at an average salary of $30,000 with a 3% turnover rate. In this scenario, the
business would bear a turnover cost of $450,000. By reducing its turnover rate by 1%,
the company would yield a bottom-line savings of $150,000 (Gupta-Sunderji, 2004).
Indeed, strong employee retention is cost-effective for American businesses to thrive. In
the same way retention management is a pressing concern for American businesses, the
same is true for the U.S. public sector workforce.

Retention among U.S. public sector employees has been a consistent concern for
researchers within the past 2 decades. In fact, many researchers have investigated
workforce retention within the U.S. government and its many agencies (Piatak, 2017;
Pitts, Marvel, & Fernandez, 2011; Light, 1999). Government employee retention is a
pressing issue, in part, because of the significant financial burden that poor retention
management can create for government agencies. Poor employee retention imposes
substantial costs on government agencies, including separation costs, such as severance
compensation, as well as replacement costs, such as talent acquisition expenses (D. G.

Allen, 2008; Pitts et al., 2011). Similarly, research has suggested that direct replacement



costs can rise to as much as 60% of an employee’s yearly salary with overall costs
associated with turnover reaching as high as 200% of annual compensation (Cascio,
2006). Economic conditions may also affect public service employee retention.
Research examining sector switching (i.e., moving from public to private industries)
concluded that government and nonprofit employees are more inclined to move into the
private workforce during periods of labor market instability (Piatak, 2017). Clearly,
inadequate retention management may have a dire impact on government organizations’
efficiency and effectiveness. In this respect, retention management has also been a major
point of interest for U.S. military organizations.

Several studies have investigated retention concerns within the U.S. military
(Kapp, 2002; Sminchige, 2016; Snodgrass, 2014). Since the 1990s and continuing well
into the late 2000s, U.S. military organizations have endured retention deficits of their
active duty workforce (Kapp, 2002; Snodgrass, 2014). Three major factors have been
identified to have a significant influence on military retention: quality of work (e.g., the
environment and locations of military operations); quality of life (e.g., the shortage of
needed supplies and equipment on hand); and quality of leadership, in particular,
inadequate senior leadership (Kapp, 2002; Sminchise, 2016). Moreover, retention in the
military lacks sustainment of enlisted service members overall, the retention of officers in
certain paygrades, and the retention of critical specialists of both enlisted and officer
servicemembers (Kapp, 2002). For example, in 2013, the U.S. Navy’s junior-officer
retention rate was the lowest of lieutenant commanders opting to stay for advancement to
the next pay grade; in fact, it marked the worst in history for the Navy’s special warfare

community (Snodgrass, 2014). Additionally, there has been a shortfall in the number of



strike-fighter and electronic-warfare aviators eligible for department-head positions; this
occurrence is highlighted by the “take rate” (i.e., monetary compensation selectees
receive in return for assuming department-head job duties) decline to 36%, far below the
optimal end strength goal of 45% (Snodgrass, 2014). The retention of military personnel
1s essential to the mission readiness of the armed services, as well as the morale of
servicemembers, and to limiting the expense for recruiting, training, and replacing human
capital (Kapp, 2002; Sminchise, 2016). Thus, two critical questions must be asked:
(a) What can be done to improve military retention rates; and (b) what demographic is
best served to help improve retention rates? While the former question has been
addressed through congressional and executive branch initiatives, such as the repeal of
the Redux retirement plan and Personnel TEMPO or PERSTEMPO management (Kapp,
2002), the latter question has been the focus of researchers concerned with female
employees and their presence in the labor force (see Definitions of Terms section for
“Redux” and “Personnel Tempo”).

Numerous studies have examined retention concerns regarding female employees
in the labor market (Gadekar, 2013; Gupta-Sunderji, 2004; Lyness & Judiesch, 2001;
Still, 2006; Yousaf, Humayon, Rasheed, Ahmed, & Danish, 2014). In today’s global
economy, female employees have significantly increased in the labor market; as a result
of this growth, organizations have been forced to be diligent in understanding and acting
upon the factors that compel employees, specifically women, to either stay or leave their
organizations (Gupta-Sunderji, 2004). While the number of female workers has
increased in the labor market, their turnover rate has also increased (Yousaf et al., 2014),

which influences female retention. In a meta-analysis study, researchers determined that



there are higher levels of organizational turnover among women than there are for their
male counterparts (Cotton & Tuttle, 1986). A study of 127 female managers found that
women had a higher propensity to change firms than men even after controlling for the
following variables: age, tenure, education, and mobility (Stroh, Brett, & Reilly, 1996).
Moreover, research that examined graduate degree holders found that women
experienced durations of voluntary career interruptions (i.e., blocks of time spent
unemployed) more often than men since receiving their degrees (Schneer & Reitman,
1990). Thus, the literature suggests that females may be more likely to voluntarily leave
their organizations, consequently reducing the retention rate of their respective
organizations. Such a phenomenon has sparked research that examines female retention
in public organizations such as the U.S. military.

A number of studies have examined the concerns of military organizations in
retaining female servicemembers (Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the
Services [DACOWITS], 2017; DiSilverio, 2003; Moore, 2002; Smith & Rosenstein,
2017). Since the advent of the All-Volunteer Force (AVF) and the repeal of the ground
combat exclusion rule, which removed the institutional barrier and allowed women to
integrate into all military occupational specialties, women have become a critical
component to the male-dominated U.S. military workforce (Moore, 2002; Smith &
Rosenstein, 2017). However, despite the imminent need to retain women
servicemembers, many leave the military before fulfilling their first term of service
(Smith & Rosenstein, 2017), and as a result, they are underrepresented throughout the
military ranks, especially at the higher levels of leadership (DACOWITS, 2017). Since

July 2017, the ratio of women in the highest levels of authority has been much lower than



in the junior officer ranks; the proportion of female officers decreased two thirds from the
lowest to highest ranking position and by approximately 50% from the lowest to highest
ranking enlisted paygrades (DACOWITS, 2017). The previously mentioned data raise
questions about the underlying causes of early separation among female servicemembers
in today’s military. Unfortunately, due to a lack of knowledge by the services on the
underlying causes of female attrition and a lack of definitive data that pinpoint the main
reasons for their separation, the low retention of servicewomen may persist
(DACOWITS, 2017; Moore, 2002). The need for female servicemembers will continue
to proliferate as policy reform continues to expand for servicewomen and as military
organizations increase their female population. Research that examines the process by
which females make decisions and the factors influencing their choice is a topic of
inquiry that may help draw military organizations closer to an optimal female workforce
end strength.

Considerable research attention has been directed toward female servicemembers
and the factors surrounding their retention decision (Dichter & True, 2015; Kelley et al.,
2001; Lancaster et al., 2013; Majkowski, Tower, Brandt, & Mattocks, 2015). Factors
such as quality of life (i.e., personal and work/military quality), post-deployment social
support, and both gender and sexual harassment experiences have been found to be at the
crux of female servicemembers’ deliberation process as they decide on the longevity of
their military careers (Lancaster et al., 2013; Majkowski et al., 2015). Moreover, other
interpersonal factors that conflict with the rigor and demand of military service (e.g.,
mental/behavioral health problems, inadequate caregiving, and domestic violence) appear

to be at the forefront of the minds of females as they move toward their retention decision



(Dichter & True, 2015). While there is some consensus among researchers that the
aforementioned factors influence female servicemembers’ retention, the literature lacks
research that focuses on females’ decision-making process, which ultimately leads to
their retention choice. In a longitudinal study that examined predictors of male and
female servicemembers’ likelihood to remain in the military, researchers suggested that
while factors such as command/unit social support and mental health support guided
female retention decisions, many unidentified factors may also be swaying
servicewomen’s decision-making process (Lancaster et al., 2013). Therefore, this study
sought to shed light on the decision-making process of female veterans and the factors
influencing their process.
The Problem Statement

The imminent problem concerning this study is that the U.S. military is failing to
retain females at an optimal rate. Female retention in the U.S. military as a whole is
deficient, with women representing only 16% of the U.S. military’s workforce in 2017
(Defense Manpower Data Center, 2017). However, women currently account for
approximately 50% of the U.S. population (Howden & Meyer, 2011). This disparaging
percentage difference illuminates the fact that the U.S. military is not retaining women on
par with the population they are charged to protect. Government officials and military
leaders have spoken out concerning the importance of integrating more women into
military service organizations. For example, former Secretary of the Navy (SECNAV)
Raymond Mabus in an address to the National Press Club noted, “We don’t have enough
women in either the Navy or the Marine Corps, and we’ve got to do a better job of

recruiting and we’ve got to do a better job of retaining those women” (Jones, 2015, para.



1). Moreover, current female retention rates are below targeted goals of senior military
leaders. One of the Navy’s top leaders, Admiral Michelle Howard, asserted that the U.S.
Navy needs a workforce of at least 25% female to normalize workplace retention, deter
acts of sexual assault, and diversify thinking (Kovach, 2015). With the Navy’s current
female retention rate of 19% (Defense Manpower Data Center, 2018), the organization
may lack the required female end strength to ensure mission readiness. In light of the
U.S. military’s female retention problem, the literature has revealed some factors that
may influence their decision-making process.

What researchers know concerning servicewomen’s decision-making process is
that factors such as impediments to caregiving, military pay, sexual harassment and
assault, unit support (i.e., motivation and support from senior leadership and fellow
servicemembers), quality of leadership, career progression, and work-life balance are
contemplated and heavily weighed during their retention choice (DACOWITS, 2017;
Dichter & True, 2015; Moore, 2002; Vasterling et al., 2015). The decision to stay in or
leave the military is a major undertaking for any servicemember because the choice can
have life-altering consequences (DACOWITS, 2017; Dichter & True, 2015). In
situations where females must make critical decisions that could impact their future in the
military, some recurring factors emerge that guide their choices. Research that examined
parenting in the military, military pay, access to childcare resources, and female
pregnancy found that the economical and psychological challenges associated with child
rearing in the military factored significantly into women’s decisions to continue their
military service (DACOWITS, 2017; Dichter & True, 2015). In a phenomenological

study of 35 U.S. women veterans who examined their military retention decision,



researchers found that experiences of sexual assault contributed significantly to women’s
decisions to separate from service. Participants in the study pointed to the military’s poor
handling of their sexual assault cases and the risk of being assaulted again as a major
consideration in their decision-making process to leave the military (Dichter & True,
2015). The study by Vasterling et al. (2015) examined the demographic and
psychosocial predictors of military retention after deployment and determined that unit
support was a key factor for a soldier’s retention decision-making. Participants in the
study who reported reduced levels of unit support were twice as likely to separate from
service as participants who reported elevated levels of support from their command
leadership and peers. Lastly, a study utilizing focus groups to examine the midcareer
retention of women on active duty found that participants frequently indicated that the
strain between work-life balance and career progression guided their decision-making
process to stay in or leave military service (DACOWITS, 2017). Although researchers
have identified some factors that may influence a female’s decision-making process,
efforts to improve these identified factors may not be yielding the desired retention
outcomes expected by the U.S. Armed Services.

In light of the aforementioned impeding factors and U.S. government officials’
efforts to mitigate the impact these factors have on female servicemembers’ decision-
making process, females continue to leave active duty service more often than their male
counterparts (DACOWITS, 2017; Moore, 2002; Snodgrass, 2014). In response to female
servicemembers’ retention concerns and in an effort to improve female retention within
the U.S. military, Congress, along with the executive branch and military senior leaders,

taken steps to combat factors influencing servicewomen’s decision-making process



(DACOWITZ, 2017; Kapp, 2002). For example, Congress passed many legislative
initiatives to increase pay, increase reenlistment bonuses, and reform the services’
outdated retirement plan (Kapp, 2002) as a means to improve servicemembers’ quality of
life, thereby enticing servicewomen to stay longer. The executive branch, in conjunction
with U.S. military leadership, has enacted many administrative policies aimed at
improving the following retention concerns: better access to childcare facilities, better
military housing resources, and better oversight regarding sexual harassment and assault
claims (DACOWITS, 2017; Kapp, 2002). However, despite the efforts of government
and military officials, female servicemembers continue to have shorter periods of service
and communicate dissatisfaction with their time in spent in the military (Caforios &
Nuciari, 2006; D’ Amico & Lee, 1999). More pointedly, research conducted by the
Military Leadership Diversity Commission (2011) concluded that both enlisted women’s
retention rates and female officers’ continuation rates have been on a downturn for the
past decade. Thus, there may be more pressing, undiscovered factors infringing on
servicewomen’s decision-making process.

Numerous contemporary scholars have been urging researchers to seek out and
examine the critical factors influencing servicewomen’s decision-making processes
(DACOWITZ, 2017; Kelley et al., 2001; Lancaster et al., 2013; Majkowski, Tower,
Brandt, & Mattocks, 2015). In communicating the limitations of their study, researchers
acknowledged that while many decision-making factors have been identified that guide
servicewomen’s retention decision-making process (e.g., caregiving, sexual harassment,
organizational support, quality of leadership, career progression, and work-life balance),

the amount of variance explained in reenlistment intentions of women, as well as the low
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correlation between these decision-making factors and voluntary turnover, has suggested
that there are other important, unmeasured factors swaying females’ decision-making
process (Lancaster et al., 2013; Lyness & Judiesch, 2001). In a qualitative study that
examined 18 servicewomen’s enlistment and retention motivations and postdeployment
experiences, researchers concluded that although themes, such as pay and benefits,
guided many women’s decisions to make the military their long-term career, more
expanded studies on the female retention decision-making process would elicit a
framework for future military programs and policies that would address female
servicemembers’ specific needs (Majkowski et al., 2015). Significant amounts of time
and money are invested in recruiting and training female servicemembers, but these
efforts are futile if military branches cannot retain women long term. An informed
understanding of a female’s decision-making process and the factors influencing their
choice may shed light on why women leave military service. Thus, this study explored
the retention decision-making process of female military veterans and the factors that
influenced their choice to leave active duty service.
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this grounded theory study was to explore the decision-making
process of female U.S. military veterans who chose to leave active duty service and who
were civilian federal employees with the DOD in 2019. The study led to explanatory
circumstances using grounded theory that described and highlighted the different
elements of female veterans’ decision-making processes. Semistructured interviews with
the study participants were used to help elicit a deep cognitive understanding of the

experiences and influences that contributed to a female’s decision to leave active duty
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service. Moreover, this study was designed to aid military leadership in developing tools
and policies focused on increasing female retention throughout the U.S. military. Thus,
this study examined servicewomen’s lived experiences and described their decision-
making process for leaving active duty service.

Qualitative research allows researchers to explore problems substantively and in
great detail (Patton, 2002). Similarly, grounded theory research goes beyond the realm of
descriptive and interpretive research and aims at developing a theory of a process, action,
or interaction (Creswell, 2014). Therefore, this study aimed to develop a theory from
themes that emerged from data concerning the retention decision-making process of
female servicemembers who left their affiliated military organizations.

Research Questions
The following research questions served to guide this study:
1. What was the conscious decision-making process female servicemembers followed
when deliberating their decision to leave active duty service?
2. What are the noteworthy experiences and factors that led female servicemembers to
leave active duty service?
3. In what ways did these experiences and factors contribute to female servicemembers’
decision to leave active duty service?
Significance of the Problem

This study provides extended knowledge on the analysis of female retention
within the U.S. military. The findings of this study are intended to equip military
organizations with information that may aid in highlighting causes and factors that

influence females to leave active duty service. Many studies have highlighted factors that
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contribute to the U.S. military’s female retention rate; however, none have examined the
decision-making process females experience when leaving active duty service. This
study aimed to explore this phenomenon, thus adding to the current body of knowledge.

Bloomberg and Volpe (2015) suggested that grounded theory is best suited for
studies lacking ample research on a phenomenon of interest. This study provides
research directly from the servicewomen’s point of view as to why they chose to leave
active duty service. The theory developed in this study could assist with future research
and provide government organizations and public administration practitioners a tool for
female retention analysis.

Assumptions and Delimitations

An assumption of this study was that the researcher would attempt to understand
the context in which the participants in the study described the process of leaving active
duty military service. Moreover, it was assumed that the process servicewomen
experienced prompted them to leave active duty military service. Furthermore, it was
assumed that the participants in this study were forthcoming and impartial with their
responses.

Overall, the researcher was cognizant of the potential bias that participants may
have harbored toward their respective military organization. If participants displayed
contempt concerning their decision to leave active duty, then they may have overstated
their experiences and the processes that resulted in their exit in order to cast the U.S.
military in a bad light. Therefore, the researcher was vigilant and sought out potential
indicators that highlighted participants’ resentfulness and strife for leaving active duty

service. Additionally, participants may not have been overtly honest because they may
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have feared that disclosing their experience could adversely impact their standings with
peers or career prospects. Therefore, the researcher continuously ensured that the
identities and data given by the participants were safeguarded.

There were a few delimitations within this study that must be addressed. First, the
researcher chose to narrow the focus of this study to female military veterans. This
allowed for a consistent investigation of those that have served in the U.S. military and
experienced the retention decision-making process. Second, the research was focused
solely on female U.S. military veterans who at one point served on active duty status. In
doing so, the descriptive accounts of the participants’ experiences stood alone as valid
and reliable data, which is essential for qualitative research (Creswell, 2014). Third, this
study excluded female reservists, female DOD contractors, and female veterans of the
Department of Homeland Security (excluding Coast Guard veterans). While there is
unquestionable merit for including these additional populations, the study focused
predominantly on female U.S. military veterans because they are underrepresented, and
very few studies have examined the decision-making process within this population
(Majkowski et al., 2015).

Definitions of Terms

The follow definitions were used to frame this study:

Active duty service is a full-time military person who must be “available for duty
24 hours per day, 7 days a week . . . active duty members fall under the jurisdiction of the
U.S. Department of Defense and can serve in the Army, Air Force, Navy, Marine Corps,

and Coast Guard” (“What is a veteran,” 2019, para. 3).
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Grounded theory is “a systematic, qualitative procedure used to generate a
theory that explains, at a broad conceptual level, a process, an action, or an interaction
about a substantive topic” (Creswell, 2015, p. 426).

Personnel Tempo or PERSTEMPO is the “rate at which military personnel are
deployed away from their home station. Until recently, this was usually measured on a
unit basis, rather than an individual basis . . . each of the Services now track the personnel
tempo of each individual” (Kapp, 2002, p. CRS-38).

Quit decision is the process of voluntarily leaving one’s current employer.

Redux retirement plan is concerned with public law or P.L. 106-65, sections
641-644. P.L. 106-65 “repealed compulsory Redux and gave military personnel the
option of retiring under the old, more generous, pre-Redux retirement pay computation
formula, or retiring under Redux with an immediate cash bonus” (Kapp, 2002, p. CRS
33).

Servicemember is “a member of the ‘uniformed services,’ consisting of the
armed forces (Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard), the
Commissioned Corps of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)
and the Commissioned Corps of the Public Health Services” (“What is a veteran,” 2019,
para. 1).

Veteran is defined as “a person who served in the active military, naval, or air
service and who was discharged or released under conditions other than dishonorable”

(Pensions, Bonuses, and Veterans’ Relief, 2019).
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Organization of the Study

Chapter 1 has presented the background and context of the study, the problem
statement, the purpose of the study, the research questions, the significance of the study,
assumptions and delimitations, the definitions of terms, and the organization of the study.
Chapter 2 is a review of relevant literature. It discusses the following: a historical
overview of women in the U.S. military occupation, female retention issues in the U.S.
military, and quit-decision models concerning workplace retention. Chapter 3 describes
the methodology and procedures used to answer the research questions developed in
Chapter 1. Additionally, this chapter includes the research design, target population and
participant selection, detailed procedures, data collection, and data analysis. Chapter 4
presents the study’s findings as well as identifies and discusses the specific themes that
emerged from participant interviews. The final chapter, Chapter 5, reiterates the theory
formulated through the findings; the chapter culminates with conclusions and

recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The purpose of this grounded theory study was to explore the decision-making
process of female U.S. military veterans who chose to leave active duty service and were
civilian federal employees with the U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) in 2019.
Specifically, the researcher sought to understand how the experiences of these individuals
may have been influenced by unidentified factors that guided their decisi