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Preface

Generational differences are a well-discussed topic that ignites the passions of both supporters
and critics. | hope to provide useful information on the subject to help inform decision makers
within Marine Corps Recruiting Command on the potential impacts the next generation might
have on its ability to accomplish the mission. Recruiting remains one of the Marine Corps’
toughest assignments. Every day, Marines are out searching for the proverbial “needle in a
haystack.” Their dedication to their job and their commitment to our institution is an example
for all. This thesis is not a condemnation of recruiting command or any agency that supports it,
but rather a mechanism to start a conversation that could benefit the force.

The research provided has several limitations. The lack of funding and time force this project to
be a mere analysis of existing scientific literature. The Marine Corps should invest resources to
more fully investigating the impact of generational differences on recruiting and retention.

| appreciate the assistance from Major Steve Reamy, MCRC G-3 Research. He provided a
wealth of insight and resources that made this project possible. Also, | would also like to thank
my mentor, Bradford Wineman. His interest, enthusiasm, and guidance helped to shape the
direction of the project.
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Executive Summary

Title: The Impact of Generation Z on Marine Corps Recruiting
Author: Major David E. Rosenbrock, United States Marine Corps

Thesis: The changing attitudes, perceptions, and characteristics of Generation Z pose unique
challenges to Marine Corps recruiters. To recruit Generation Z effectively, MCRC needs to
adjust policies, procedures, and marketing themes to account for generational differences.

Discussion: Scientific research remains divided on the concept of generational differences.
Despite some setbacks and faulty research techniques, recent studies show support for
differences between generational cohorts. More research with nationally representative samples
will be required to validate current findings further.

The studies discussed in this thesis correlate with current market research. The features
identified throughout this study already impact today’s recruiting market and will continue to
make accessions difficult for the foreseeable future. Marine Corps Recruiting Command
(MCRC) needs to invest in modernizing tactics, techniques, and procedures to target the next
generation better. Failure to adjust can result in an overworked, ineffective, stressed recruiting
force. Force preservation will become a chief concern of leaders as more problems plague the
beleaguered force. If appropriate actions are taken to account for the different attitudes and
perceptions of the next generation, MCRC will continue to enjoy success while simultaneously
relieving pressure on its recruiters.

Several recommendations can assist in posturing MCRC for future success. This study provides
several recommendations, which allows recruiting officials the ability to tailor the solution based
on the current environment. Future research should continue to inform modernization efforts, as
the next generation becomes the forefront of the recruiting effort. With minimal investment,
MCRC can implement the proposed recruiting-based mobile application and a longitudinal
study, which would significantly assist in future recruiting efforts. Additional recommendations
may require more resources from the command but might prove beneficial in the future.

Conclusion: Recruiting will continue to be a challenging endeavor with significant impact on
the future force. The organization needs to continue to adapt to the new operating environment
to ensure future success. The recommendations provided in this study allow MCRC to make
gradual adjustments to recruiting policy. At a minimum, leaders should initiate the conversation
about how the next generation might differ from previous generations and how to attract the next
generation of Marines.



Introduction

The United States Marine Corps has a long tradition of battlefield success. Regardless of
the conditions, Marines strive to accomplish the assigned task and to do so in an ethical,
dignified manner. According to the Commandant of the Marine Corps, General Robert B. Neller,
“The success of the Marine Corps hinges on the quality of our Marines. This is the foundation
from which we make Marines, win our Nation’s battles, and return quality citizens to American
society.”! To accomplish this, the Marine Corps puts a great deal of emphasis on recruiting. The
Marine Corps selects and entrusts Noncommissioned Officers (NCOs), Staff Noncommissioned
Officers (SNCOs), and Commissioned Officers to accomplish the critical task of finding and
preparing civilians to earn the title of United States Marine.

The organization charged with accomplishing the Marine Corps’ annual accession goal is
the Marine Corps Recruiting Command (MCRC). The mission of this command is “the
perpetuation of the Marine Corps and the standards of preparedness and military vigor that
Marines have upheld since 1775.”2 The Marines of MCRC conduct recruiting operations
throughout the country and focus on eight basic recruiting tasks to find and prepare civilians to
attend recruit training. These tasks are: obtaining names, prospecting, screening, selling,
processing, pool program, shipping, and command recruiting—all of which involve direct
contact with today’s youth.® Recruiting has become increasingly challenging; recruiters struggle
to make missions without compromising the high quality of today’s Marine Corps.

Since recruiting remains a top priority in the United States Marine Corps, it is essential to
continually evaluate the current market for trends that may jeopardize MCRC’s mission. The
changes in technology over the last several decades have had a significant impact on society.

Digital platforms have changed how young people learn, communicate, and spend their leisure



time. These changes have the potential to produce negative impacts on MCRC’s ability to
accomplish its annual accession goal.

Marine Corps Recruiting Command uses systematic recruiting to accomplish its mission.
This process analyzes production data to determine recruiter prospecting and interview goals. As
a recruiter becomes more proficient, the amount of contacts and interviews required to produce a
contract decrease causing a reduction in recruiting objectives. The process allows a Station
Commander to plan out individual recruiter workloads based on previous performance. While
effective, systematic recruiting compensates for market difficulties by increasing recruiter
workload. This masking may prevent recruiting leadership from seeing a need for change. Since
recruiters continue to make mission, few realize the ineffectiveness of the current marketing
campaign; the current message does not resonate with the target population. Additionally,
policies and standard operating procedures (SOPs) are not optimized to recruit and retain the
current generation. The canvassing recruiter absorbs these inefficiencies causing him or her to
work harder to accomplish the mission.

The changing attitudes, perceptions, and characteristics of Generation Z pose unique
challenges to Marine Corps recruiters. To recruit this generation effectively, MCRC needs to
adjust policies, procedures, and marketing themes to account for generational differences. The
institution cannot rely on past or current success to predict future performance. The themes that
once resonated with the target market currently fall on deaf ears. Several reports have identified
that the Marine Corps’ recruiting force is overburdened; recruiters are working harder with
longer hours. Failure to adapt business practices to accommodate the new recruiting market will
devastate the recruiting force. MCRC needs to be proactive in its research and innovative in its

pursuit to recruit the next generation. In order to inform future recruiting efforts, this study



provides an overview of generational differences, the distinct characteristics of the next
generation, and potential challenges associated with recruiting Generation Z. Based on this
framework, this study concludes with research-based recommendations to improve recruiting

efficiency.

Generations Defined

First, a generational cohort consists of “people born within a similar span of time (15
years at the upper end) who share a comparable age and life stage and who were shaped by a
particular span of time.”* According to this definition, the significant events that occur during the
formative years of a generation influence the perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs of the members
of that cohort. Significant ambiguity exists between the start and end dates, characteristics, and
naming conventions associated with generations. Since these cohorts have no official start and
end dates, scientists have difficulty testing for generational differences. Table 1 shows some of

the more common cohort groupings and names. This study primarily focused on Generation Z.

Table 1
Generations by Start and End Dates

Source PEW? Wiedmer$ Bencsik’ Tuglan® Southgate® Desai'®
Silent/Traditionalist | 1928-1945 | 1900-1945 | 1925-1946 | pre-1946 — 1928-1945
Baby Boomer 1946-1964 | 1946-1964 | 1946-1960 | 1946-1964 — 1946-1964
Gen X 1965-1980 | 1961-1981 | 1960-1980 | 1965-1977 | 1967-1981 | 1965-1980
Gen Y (Millennial) | 1981-1996 | 1980-1990 | 1981-1994 | 1978-2000 | 1982-1996 | 1981-1989
GenZ — 1995-2015 | 1995-2010 | 2001-TBD | 1997-2011 | 1990-2017

Source: Author’s own construction compiled from the literature review.

Further complicating the study of generational cohorts are the “cuspers.” These

individuals are born on or near the transition from one generation to the next. They display

characteristics of both generations to varying levels.!! As the generation becomes more

developed and influenced by the current environment, the characteristics of the generation

become more pronounced. Sometimes, the inclusion of “cuspers” masks or diminishes the




significance of a trend within a research sample.? Unfortunately, it is difficult, if not impossible,
to eliminate their impact on generational research. Generational cuspers can provide insight into
the next generation; the cuspers of Generation Z are currently old enough to enlist and serve in
the Marine Corps.

For this study, Generation Z consisted of all persons born from 1995-2014. Generation Z
was the first generation to grow up entirely immersed in digital technology. The events that
shaped this generation included the wars in Irag and Afghanistan, natural disasters such as
hurricanes and earthquakes, the global recession, and multiple international terrorist threats.*3
These factors played a critical role in changing the beliefs and attitudes of Generation Z
compared to other generations. These changes could manifest in characteristics that are unique to
this cohort and may require an adjustment in how organizations interact with the new generation.

Critics of generational studies contend that generations are composed of unique
individuals and that it is impossible to attribute traits and characteristics to an entire group.
Although individuals make up each generational cohort, according to W. Keith Campbell,
“ignoring valuable information regarding real differences observed between groups of
individuals at risk of stereotyping or overlooking other valuable information is misguided.”**
Several firms conduct market research to generalize about a target market. Advertising appeals to
the largest target population of a consumer group; to disregard information based on individual
uniqueness is impractical and could significantly reduce advertising effectiveness. Additionally,
critics have argued generational differences seem intuitive but lack rigorous scientific study.™
Limited sample sizes, inadequate funding, and insufficient research methodologies constrained
much of the research. There is no doubt that the scientific community has much more work to

do in understanding generational differences. However, several researchers have started



conducting longitudinal studies with sufficient sample size over a significant period to control
for life-stage effect.'® Scientists have paid significant attention to Generation Y (Millennials) and
have recently shifted their focus to the study of Generation Z.1” While the results are somewhat
mixed, the growing body of literature appears to validate some generational differences. Jean M.
Twenge, a psychologist and professor at San Diego State University who specializes in
generational research, published a robust study in 2010 supporting the theory of generational
differences. The study identified the increase in leisure and extrinsic values and the decrease of
social and intrinsic values among Generation Y members. The study compiled three separate
data points (i.e., 1976, 1991, and 2006) with 16,507 respondents. Her study provided empirical
evidence of “small to moderate” generational differences between Baby Boomers, Generation X,
and Generation Y18

Moreover, when comparing generational data to consumer data, there seems to be
sufficient overlap to consider the validity of generational differences. For example, Joint
Advertising, Marketing Research and Studies (JAMRS), a research firm providing analysis to
inform Department of Defense advertising for recruiting, shows an increasing trend in the
following career aspirations among today’s youth: engaging careers, contributing to society,
correcting social inequalities, and establishing a work-life balance.'® These findings directly
correlate with the findings of other scientific literature that specifically address the characteristics
of Generation Z.%° Angelia Bencsik’s study, published in the Journal of Competitiveness, directly
addresses Generation Z’s desire to impact the world and establish “work-life balance and a
workplace stability.”?! According to an article published by the PEW Research Center in March

2018, generational research can provide valuable insights into the behaviors and beliefs of the



next generation.?? This information can assist MCRC in adapting its business practices to more

effectively recruit the next generation of Marines.

Characteristics of Generation Z

Several characteristics have been used to describe this new generation. These
characteristics provide additional insight into preferences, attitudes, and beliefs that may
distinguish this generation from generations past. As Generation Z enters the workforce, more
characteristics may emerge or become better defined. This study focused on the characteristics

most relevant to Marine Corps recruiting.

A. Increased Digital Media Consumption

The first characteristic of Generation Z is the total emersion in digital technology.
Generation Z has grown up as “digital natives” fully immersed in the recent advancements in
Internet and mobile technology. Their expertise in dealing with technology often exceeds that
of their parents and teachers. ?* Many authors have identified an increased role for these children
in helping adults learn the technology and that their expertise affords Generation Z members a
level of influence in both the home and classroom.?® According to a Pew research poll conducted
in 2015, nearly 73% of teens had personal access to a smartphone.?® Some 76% of the teens
surveyed used social media, and of that amount, 62% provided their social media contact
information when making new friends.?” Today’s teens remain continuously connected to the
Internet, social media, and their digital devices.?® According to a literature review by Anthony
Turner, teens experience as much as eight hours of combined digital media per day.?® Given the
extensive amount of digital media consumption, it appears today’s teens have very little time for

traditional activities such as exercise or outdoor activities.



Generation Z uses a wide variety of digital platforms ranging from smartphones, tablets,
computers, video gaming consoles, to the television. Texting is a dominant form of
communication among teens. According to a Pew research poll conducted in 2015, 55% of teens
communicated with their friends daily via text messaging.®® Electronic gaming accounts for
approximately one-quarter of the time spent in media consumption.! According to a Pew
research poll, 72% of teens aged 13-17 played some form of an interactive video game on a
computer, tablet, or mobile device.*? In addition to gaming, teens spent an inordinate amount of
time browsing the Internet. Caroline Geck contended Generation Z relied heavily on search
engines such as Google because of the number of results produced. Students have been more
likely to use top choices and cease further research. This trend suggests teens are not information
literate and lack the critical thinking required to analyze the value of the information they find
and instead rely on expediency.3® Of particular interest to the diversity recruiting market, media
consumption seems to rise for diverse and socially disadvantaged teens with an average increase
of four and one-half additional media hours per day over white teens.3* Moreover, the increase in
working and single parents who cannot directly supervise their children leave today’s teenagers
with large amounts of unsupervised digital media time filling the role of an “electronic

babysitter.”%

B. Collaborative yet Independent

Generation Z demonstrates the characteristics of a highly collaborative group but still
maintains many strong individualistic traits. As mentioned in previous sections, this generation
has grown up with a constant digital connection. Generation Z demonstrates the ability to
collaborate through the different types of video games they play both in-person with each other

and through the Internet.®® Additionally, many teachers have included collaborative learning in



their classrooms seeing it as the best way to engage the student population and to develop and
maintain interest in the curriculum.?” According to Diane Gayeski in an article about Generation
Z, “To decrease uncertainty in the world, they often prefer to seek jobs together, seeking to share
housing, errands, and social activities.”*® Collaboration differs from teamwork by the manner in
which the work is accomplished. For effective teamwork, participants accomplish tasks under
the supervision of a leader.3® Collaboration requires equal say among the members of the group
and a communally accepted division of labor based on skill or ability level. According to Cathie
McClellan, “collaboration is slow and messy and may seem inefficient.”*

While they are fully capable of collaborative work, Generation Z still display individual
traits such as increased self-esteem, assertiveness, ambition, and narcissism.*! Young adults learn
that “everything is within reach, self-belief is essential for success, and other people’s opinions
are rarely important.”*? These beliefs tied with the technological “expert power* and the
influence it yields, create a cohort of young workers who believe they have the answers and are
utterly confused when a supervisor does not heed their advice. These characteristics undermine
the effectiveness of a team with a hierarchical structure and favor the loosely structured,
egalitarianism of collaboration.

Additionally, studies have suggested there has been an increase in the Narcissistic
Personality Index measured from 1982 to 2006.** Stefanie Boswell experimented to investigate
“academic entitlement” (AE) among college students. She found there was an inverse correlation
between course self-efficacy and academic entitlement, stating that students, “who possess low
self-efficacy for their ability to produce academic success may utilize AE to protect their self-
esteem in the event of academic failure.”*® She continued to argue there was a relationship

between AE and social media use because they “encourage self-promoting behaviors.”*



Additionally, Generation Z is believed to be more impatient and more impulsive.*’ This
generation is accustomed to instant gratification, whether through online shopping, information,
or on-demand television.*® They often act without consideration of the consequences, “live for

the present,” and have a “rapid reaction to everything.”*°

C. Multitasking

Constant connection and access to a wide variety of digital media platforms conditioned
the members of Generation Z to be proficient at multitasking. In a recent study conducted in the
northeastern United States, 80% of students self-reported that they multitasked at least 50% of
the time.*® The advancement of technology has led to the “massive expansion of multitasking
behaviors and, as a result, to continuous partial attention.””® The inability of the next generation
to be present in the moment can have some severe implications for educational institutions, the
civilian workforce, and the military.

According to a study by Kit Cho about multitasking, secondary tasks may limit the
effectiveness of reading comprehension among students.>? The constant, rapid attainment of
information paired with impulse-seeking behavior from instant gratification produce continuous
“partial attention,” in which the student or employee is never fully engaged in the activity he or
she is doing.>® Another study conducted by Phuoc Tran measured the impact of multitasking on
reading comprehension. Based on the cognitive load theory, Tran assessed multitasking behavior
was beneficial to menial tasks. Conversely, multitasking behavior was detrimental to tasks that
required higher mental activity.>* Since they are conditioned to constant mental stimulation, the

members of Generation Z may not be capable of distinguishing when multitasking is appropriate.



D. Differing Work Beliefs

Generation Z has differing views on the value of employment. Twenge identified a
decreasing trend in work centrality. According to her review, Baby Boomers placed the highest
value on work and considered it a fundamental component of personal identity. Successive
generations continue to place less value on work, seeing it as a means to make a living but not a
critical component of identity. Further, Twenge cited several studies that have shown a decrease
in work ethic and employee motivation but an increase in the desire for leisure and work-life
balance.>® This trend could be derivative of parents working more extended hours to sustain their
families. The most recent market research from JAMRS stated, “the most important factors
youth look for in a career are pay, having the opportunity to do something meaningful, and
having a good work-life balance” seems to confirm Twenge’s findings.>® Generation Z seeks to
develop practical skills that will be marketable in the workforce.>” While not necessarily a
dramatic change from previous generations, Generation Z places more importance on
accumulating skills than loyalty to an employer or organization.>® Members of this generation are

willing to change jobs if the employment conditions are not ideal.

E. High Expectations

The members of Generation Z have high expectations for their future. According to a
study at Northeastern University, 42% of youths expected to be self-employed. When controlling
for race and ethnicity, 60% of diverse participants shared this belief.® Innovative, self-confident,
and entrepreneurial, Generation Z has a positive outlook on their future professional and personal
lives.®® This positive outlook is undoubtedly related to dramatic changes in parenting techniques
over the past several decades.5! Additionally, since they consider themselves citizens of the

global community, Generation Z is passionate about making an impact in the world.2
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Independently, these traits seem positive and should allow for successful entry into the
workforce. However, when paired with decreased attention spans, decreased work ethic or desire
to work, and an increase in narcissistic or entitlement belief, these high expectations may lead to

more stress, anxiety, or other potentially devastating conditions.5?

F. Delayed Adulthood

Another notable characteristic of Generation Z is the age at which members of the cohort
become independent members of society. Recently, the age of adulthood and independence has
increased in a significant trend that shows a later departure from the family home and an
increased potential for returning to the parental home, a “transition reversal” more commonly
referred to as “boomerang children.”® According to a Pew research poll conducted in 2014,
adults from ages 18 to 34 were more likely to live in their parent’s house than with a significant
other or roommate.% In fact, since 2009, living at home with one or both parents has been the
dominant living arrangement for men ages 18 to 34. This trend seems to impact minority
families more significantly according to Marcus L. Britton. He contended minority populations
are more likely to remain at home for extended periods with their parents and that more research
is required to determine factors that lead to increased coresidence among diverse populations.®’
According to Scott South and Lei Lei, socioeconomic factors and significant life events (e.g.,
graduation, marriage, and divorce) do not adequately account for home-leaving-and-returning
behaviors.%® These studies indicate that delayed adulthood is not necessarily tied to just the
economy or job market, but may reflect a change in the overall beliefs and norms involving the

transition to adulthood.
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Challenges to Recruiting

Recruiting the future of the Marine Corps continues to be a challenging endeavor. The
attributes and characteristics of Generation Z may cause some additional difficulties in
prospecting and eventually sending qualified poolees to recruit training. According to the
JAMRS executive note on the 2016 State of the Market, “data indicate that without
improvements to recruiting resources and processes, current or increased mission levels are not
sustainable in the long term.”®® The increased difficulty in recruiting does not seem to be a result
of decreased recruiter performance. According to data from MCRC, recruiter efficiency may
actually be improving despite the difficulties incurred by the current market. When comparing
contracts and prospect contact volume, recruiters in fiscal year 2017 were slightly more efficient

than recruiters in 2013.7° Table 2 shows the recruiting data from 2013-2017.

Table 2
MCRC Prospecting Data FY 13-FY 17
FY 13 FY 14 FY 15 FY16 FY17
Recruiters on Production 2936 2936 2936 2936 2936
Gross New Contracts 42721 39249 41833 43745 47315
Contact to Contract Ratio 1.58 1.48 1.59 1.53 1.47
Total Contacts 67484 58147 66426 66786 69713
Standard Deviation 114.2 108.1 117.9 116.1 112.5
Area Canvass (AC) 48% 49% 50% 49% 48%
Telephone Call (TC) 38% 39% 40% 39% 38%
Home Visit (HV) 1% 1% 1% 1% 1%
Digital Communications (DC) 1% 2% 3% 5% 8%
Office Traffic (OT) 12% 9% 7% 6% 5%

Source: Data compiled from Marine Corps Recruiting Information Support System.

While the data from Table 2 shows that recruiters are currently making mission, the table
does not show the increased effort required to make mission. Studies have shown that the
current recruiting force is overworked, under resourced, and incapable of sustaining the current
pace of operations.”* To recruit Generation Z effectively, MCRC needs to adjust policies,

procedures, and marketing themes to account for generational differences. Failure to adjust
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accordingly may result in an ineffective recruiting force with significant force preservation
concerns. The following characteristics present the most significant challenge to future recruiting
efforts and should receive attention from recruiting officials.

According to JAMRS, today’s youth does not see military service as a suitable option for
employment. In 2004 about two-thirds of the recruiting market believed that the military could
provide an attractive lifestyle; the percentage of youth who believed that in 2015 decreased to
approximately one-third of the market. This disconnect can be the result of the prolonged war,
negative media attention, or the belief that the military does not offer the type of lifestyle today’s
youths desire.”? This change can also be related to generational differences that have altered the
perceptions and beliefs of the next generation. As previously noted, this generation is looking to
make an impact and obtain work-life balance but they see work as a means to an end. They want
to obtain financial security and enjoy leisure time with their close friends and families. They
understand that they need real-world skills to make it in a competitive workforce and will seek
these skills out.” Organizations need to “reassess interests, or even better, adapt their
communication based on what the prospective student appears to be interested in.”’* The Marine
Corps needs to find a better way to expose the ideas and benefits, both tangible and intangible, of
military service to the members of Generation Z.”

Increased levels of narcissism or entitlement will complicate future recruiting efforts.
Narcissism can be characterized by someone who is “overconfident, self-centered, and lacks
empathy for others.” ’® This trait resembles entitlement or the feeling “the world owes you
something.”’” According to Bencsik, members of Generation Z are overconfident and have an
inflated view of their abilities.”® Applicants who believe they are imminently qualified for the

program may see an initial disqualification or inability to perform a task as an indicator that the
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program is not right for them. According to Harry Wallace et al., when faced with a challenging
task, a person with narcissistic tendencies will drop a more difficult task in favor of an easier task
with greater assurance of success. The sample used for research consisted of 150 participants
who had narcissistic characteristics as determined by the Narcissistic Personality Inventory
(NPI), which has a high possible score of 40; the average score on the NPI for study participants
was between 15 and 16.”

In addition to a lack of task persistence, Wallace stated, “Narcissists’ capacity for self-
serving reasoning should typically help them to escape ego-threatening implications of
failures.”® These youths do not see a need to change; they are adequate as they are and the
organization should adjust to them. Based on Wallace’s research, waivers or any issue that might
hinder enlistment could cause this generation to lose interest and look elsewhere. According to
data from MCRC, Delayed Entry Program (DEP) discharges for apathy increased from 23% in
2005 to almost 40% in 2016.8! The significant increase in apathy related discharges could be
caused by several factors, but it does seem to reinforce the assertions made by Twenge, Bencsik,
and Wallace. Moreover, narcissism could also lead to an increase in recruit training attrition for
the same reasons. Since they have been influential over parents and educators in their formative
years, this generation expects their employers to value their opinions, to accept them as they are,
and to promote them quickly.®2 These characteristics could further separate the Marine Corps
from its intended recruiting market.

The impact of constant connection, increased digital media consumption, multitasking,
and rising levels of narcissism or entitlement all have potential physical and mental side-effects
that could reduce the availability of qualified applicants for military service. As previously

mentioned, some youths spend upward of eight hours per day consuming digital media.
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Although research has not established a causal link between increased technology usage and a
decline in physical health, “there is no doubt that health problems due to physical inactivity have
increased at the same time as children’s use of video games has increased.”® This increase in
digital activity paired with a decrease in physical activity puts today’s youths at a higher risk of
childhood obesity.3* Further, immersion in a “technologically-rich environment” has raised
concerns about the increase in attention deficit disorder diagnoses, Internet addiction, and a
heightened potential for anxiety, which could potentially disqualify an applicant from service.®

The Department of Defense (DOD) defines accession standards, which determine an
applicant’s eligibility to serve. The individual service may add additional qualification standards
but cannot reduce the standards established by DOD. According to a report produced by The
Heritage Foundation using data provided by the Pentagon, 71% of enlistment aged Americans
are ineligible to serve. Of that estimated 24 million people, fitness related issues account for
27% of the disqualification and health problems account for 32%.8° Other trends throughout
society illustrate the decrease in health and fitness throughout the country. Take, for example,
obesity in the United States, “in 2006, Mississippi was the only U.S. state with an adult obesity
rate above 30 percent. Today, 30 states can claim that dubious honor.”®” If Generation Z
continues along their current trajectory, the military will continue to struggle to find medically
and physically qualified applicants in a significantly reduced qualified population.

Recruiting continues to be a demanding career assignment and has become increasingly
challenging in the last few years. According to JAMRS, “recruiting conditions have become
extremely difficult for Marine Corps recruiters in 2016. Perceived goal achievability is at its
lowest point in 15 years, and Marine Corps recruiters are working harder, longer, and feeling

more pressure.”® This problem will not impact just the Marine Corps, but all of the services.

15



Except for the United States Army, self-reported perceptions of the ability to achieve the
monthly assigned mission have decreased significantly across the services.2® Moreover, the
percentage of recruiters reporting they work more than 60 hours per week has increased for all of
the services except the United States Air Force. Thirty-two percent of the Marine Corps
recruiters surveyed reported working more than 80 hours per week.*® These trends in recruiter
workload, across all of the services, help to identify the challenging youth market of today’s
recruiter.

As mentioned previously, some Generation Z characteristics may lead to increased
program attrition or decreased propensity to serve. These traits could further exacerbate
recruiting challenges and may pose a risk to the recruiting force. According to JAMRS on the
challenges faced by recruiters, “over 65% reported finding qualified youths was a barrier” and
that Military Entrance Processing Site (MEPS) processing, pre-screened leads, and marketing
needed improvement to facilitate recruiting operations better. Recruiters throughout the armed
forces expressed similar concerns about the difficulty in finding applicants and getting them
through the enlistment process. ®* Finding people to enlist has always been a challenge for
military recruiters; however, numerous studies produced by JAMRS indicate that since 2013 this
task has become significantly more difficult.> Qualified young adults are becoming more
difficult to find causing recruiters to work longer hours. As depicted previously in Table 2, fewer
potential enlistees are actively seeking out recruiters. Since 2013, office traffic contacts
decreased from 12% to 5% in 2017.

JAMRS recommends that “the military will need to deploy a more aggressive strategy to
engage and reconnect with the youth market,” and failure to adjust recruiting processes could

have several negative impacts on the recruiting force.®® These studies echo the sentiment of this
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thesis and reinforce the need to start a conversation concerning the future of Marine Corps

recruiting.

Recommendations

Generation Z will continue to be a challenging market for recruiters. The changes in
attitudes and perceptions brought on by their more salient characteristics may require MCRC to
adapt. According to the JAMRS executive note on the 2016 State of the Market, “data collected
among military recruiters in 2016 demonstrated that their ability to find and efficiently contract
high-quality, qualified youth has become increasingly difficult.”®* Based on the information
presented in this study, this trend will only worsen as the characteristics of Generation Z become
more prevalent. Below are recommendations based on current research that can mitigate some of
the negative impacts on recruiting.

The first step to increasing recruiting efficiency is the development and implementation
of a longitudinal “time-lag” study.% This survey would provide actionable information for
recruiting officials to use when making policy decisions. The JAMRS New Recruit Survey and
Youth Poll are examples of this type of study. Recruiting personnel provide the New Recruit
Survey to new applicants after initial enlistment at the MEPS. This survey evaluates the
applicants’ interest in the military, background, reasons for joining, and reflections on their
experience with the recruiting process.®® This study produced a high yield of respondents with a
total of 33,532 participants across all services. While informative, this study focused on
personnel who had already met with, discussed career options, and processed with a military
recruiter. It may not accurately represent the population since many of the participants may have

had a pre-existing propensity to serve.
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The JAMRS Youth Poll collects responses from 16-24-year-olds selected randomly from
around the country. According to the JAMRS website, the survey tracks, “future plans and
military propensity, favorability of the military, perceived knowledge of the military, perceptions
of current economic conditions, reactions to current events, and military eligibility.”®” The
current survey covered from December 2016 to June 2017 and had a total of 5,188 respondents
from the age of 16-21.% The survey provides valuable insight about the propensity to serve but
does very little to identify market characteristics.

Neither study, in its current form, provides accurate, actionable information to inform
recruiting decisions. The Youth Poll focuses exclusively on propensity and perceptions of the
youth job market. The New Recruit Survey focuses on recruiter interaction and reasons for
joining after an applicant has already committed to a particular branch of service. A more
accurate study should solicit career aspirations from the youth market before meeting a service
recruiter. Participants should rank the importance of both tangible and intangible benefits when
making future career choices. These rankings provide more significant insights into the desires
and goals of the youth market and could help identify future deficiencies in recruiting policies
and advertising that could be adjusted. After analyzing several years of data, recruiting officials
can determine what changes may be necessary to optimize the recruiting strategy. I1f JAMRS is
unable or unwilling to modify the existing survey, MCRC should commission the survey as an
independent venture.

The next step is the development and release of a Marine sponsored mobile application.
Generation Z prefers media they can interact with; specifically, mobile applications or “apps”
that provide multiple features such as comments, texting, videos, and connection with social

media platforms. These mobile apps can have a positive impact on marketing by providing
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information and “shifting purchase intention.”®® The proposed app could include games to create
initial interest, fitness trackers plus training programs, information such as Marine Corps history
and general orders, information on jobs and benefits of joining, and a chat function to reach out
to recruiting personnel. The application would allow the Marine Corps to exploit the next
generation’s use of social media platforms and apps as the primary means of information and
communication. When accessing the app the first time, users could link the app to Facebook to
allow access to demographics, friend lists, and contact information. Linking data derived from
the app to the Enlisted Priority Prospect Card (ePPC) or the Officer Priority Prospect Card
(oPPC) would allow future engagement by recruiters. This concept would allow the members of
Generation Z to explore the Marine Corps on their terms and may open the door for a future
conversation with a recruiter. At the very least, the mobile app would help to bridge the ever-
increasing disconnect between the Armed Forces and the youth market.1%

The third step is to modify the existing marketing strategy. The results of the longitudinal
study will inform recruiting officials about the current market and help to identify themes and
messages that are important to the target audience. If the goal is to influence behavior, the
message must be tailored to the intended audience. As previously mentioned, teens today desire
skills and traits that will make them successful or more competitive in the job market.!°* While
today’s generation desires to make a global impact, there is a persistent trend of increased value
in extrinsic benefits.1% The current marketing strategy focuses on making an impact, but also
fighting battles and patriotic service.!® According to research conducted by JAMRS, the Marine
Corps ranked the lowest on advertisement aided recall—measuring the relative impact an
advertisement had on the target population—with 27% compared to the U.S. Army (50%), Navy

(40%), and Air Force (38%). This trend is complicated further by the fact that during this period,
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the U.S. Army was the only branch of service to spend more on advertising than the Marine
Corps.104

The Marine Corps needs to develop a marketing strategy that connects with the target
population in a meaningful way. This change may mean a departure from focusing on strictly
intangible benefits and balancing advertisements with both tangible and intangible benefits. In
the past, advertising has traditionally focused on themes like pride, honor, and duty. These
themes, while important, neglect an entire segment of the population who may not know about
multiple technical career opportunities that the Marine Corps provides. The Marine Corps can
exploit the recent advancements in Information Warfare and the development of a cyber
specialty to attract a more technologically based market. Including these aspects into the
marketing strategy will allow the Marine Corps to compete with the other services in a limited
enlistment market. The Marine Corps has to trust that the transformation process that occurs
through enlistment, recruit training, and Military Occupational School training will continue to
produce high-quality Marines thoroughly indoctrinated into the Corps’ ethos.

The fourth step requires improvement to the Delayed Entry Program (DEP). Robust pool
leadership will continue to be the decisive factor for reducing both DEP and MCRD attrition.
The DEP is the primary vehicle for preparing applicants for recruit training and maintaining a
commitment to the program. According to CNA, the longer an applicant or “poolee” remains in
the DEP, the greater the chance of DEP attrition. Using data from 2005 to 2012, DEP attrition
percentage increases in a nearly linear fashion from 13.4% at four months to 32.7% at ten
months. Conversely, longer DEP times correlate with decreased active-duty attrition.'% Since the
members of Generation Z tend to display increased narcissistic characteristics, longer periods in

the DEP may cause them to lose interest.
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The members of this generation quickly make decisions and act on impulse. Increased
delays in attending recruit training may lead to buyer’s remorse and continued exposure to
negative influencers. According to data from MCRC, DEP attrition is on the rise with an overall
increase to 18.5% for 2017 compared to 15.9% for 2014.1% As mentioned previously, DEP
discharges for apathy increased from 23% in 2005 to almost 40% in 2016.1°" While not
definitive, the increase of these types of discharges corresponds with the dates Generation Z
became old enough to enlist. There are many factors that impact DEP attrition; more research
will be required to determine if the increase in attrition is related to generational differences or if
there are other confounding variables.

DEP duration needs to be optimized to reduce both DEP and recruit training attrition.
Additional research and cost-benefit analysis should be conducted to determine the ideal time in
the DEP, and Recruiting Station pool managers should apply that duration as a metric. Further,
the training conducted while in the DEP would be essential to overcome the individualistic
nature of the next generation. Team building exercises, physical activity, and continued
mentoring will continue to play a vital role in the preparation of these applicants for recruit
training. MCRC should develop a “Pool Program Toolkit” to provide recruiters with additional
resources and ideas on how to ensure a well-rounded poolee. As previously mentioned, this
generation wants interaction, something the current program provides but also seeks relevant
skills to make them successful in the future. The toolkit can guide recruiters in providing
additional skills to poolees before attending recruit training.

The final step involves modifying recruiting policy to offset continued difficulty in
recruiting Generation Z. The first of these suggestions is to change the maximum age to enlist.

The current maximum age for non-prior service applicants is the applicant’s 29th birthday, but
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the commanding generals of the two recruiting regions can waive the maximum age to 34.1% The
applicant's perceived ability at recruit training is the determining factor for waiver approval.
According to CNA, age does have a positive correlation with male applicant DEP, recruit
training, and 24-month active-duty attrition, but age was an insignificant factor for female
attrition.1® However, according to a Pew research poll conducted in 2012, 80% of parents in
1993 considered full adulthood at age 22 compared to 67% of parents today. Thirty-one percent
of parents today say that children should not be independent until age 25.11° According to Elaina
Loveland, 81% of Generation Z students believe that college is the critical next-step for future
career success.!'! Dr. Diane Gayeski said Generation Z is “skeptical about employment as a
concept in general” and “42 percent of teenagers expected to work for themselves —African
American and Hispanic teenagers actually trended higher in that attitude (60% and 59%
respectively).”*'? The ambitious and self-confident nature of Generation Z may shift the age at
which an applicant considers serving in the military. Many high school students consider the
military as a last resort and desire to seek other education and career opportunities.'!® These
applicants are spending more time at home with their families and venturing out in short bursts.
Once they realize they are not quite as successful in civilian ventures as expected, they may turn
to the military later in life. Changing the maximum enlistment age would be a means to reduce
administrative barriers that may prevent an applicant from moving forward in the enlistment
process.

The final recommendation proposes a change in the criteria used to screen applicants for
service. The primary metrics of concern are the Armed Service Vocational Aptitude Battery
(ASVAB) and the Initial Strength Test (IST). According to the official website for the ASVAB,

“The ASVARB is a multiple-aptitude battery that measures developed abilities and helps predict
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future academic and occupational success in the military.”*** According to Jacob Vigdor et al.,
“students who gain access to a home computer between fifth and eighth grade tend to witness a
persistent decline in reading and math scores.”*!® Additional research shows a relationship
between increased exposure to digital media and a decline in academic performance in
children.!'® Generation Z relies heavily on technology and multitasks continuously; they have
conditioned themselves to operate efficiently at increased cognitive loads. '’ On average,
today’s generation far exceeds the technological skill of previous generations.''® The perceived
decrease in academic performance does not seem to be related to cognitive ability but rather the
psychometric tool used to measure it. At a minimum, the ASVAB needs to be normed for the
current generation. The last norming of the ASVAB occurred in 1996.'° Additional research on
the impact of technology on standardized test scores would be beneficial in determining the
future validity of the ASVAB and may necessitate a modification of the existing test to better
evaluate the skills required to serve in the modern military.

The IST measures applicants’ physical fitness in attempts to ensure they are fit enough to
begin recruit training. With the overall increase in digital media consumption, it makes sense that
physical fitness may be on the decline.'?® The DEP typically prepares applicants both physically
and mentally for the rigors of recruit training. If applicants are less active, they will require more
training to pass an IST before recruit training. Considering the research on DEP attrition, MCRC
may be challenged by the requirement to meet IST standards at the risk of increasing DEP
duration and risking increased attrition.*?* As predicted by Wallace in his study on narcissism
and task persistence, when the overconfident Generation Z applicant does not pass the IST
before contracting or shipping, the applicant may lose interest in the program or disappear

because of the impact to his or her self-esteem and social image.?? The potential solution to this
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dilemma could be the expansion of physical conditioning platoons at recruit training to further
develop recruits, as required, for the rigors of training. This change could extend recruit training
for some enlistees, but it provides structured, supervised training and increased exposure to

Marine Corps indoctrination.

Conclusion

The scientific validity of generational differences remains a point of contention.
Unfortunately, the Marine Corps cannot wait until generational differences are confirmed. This
study illustrated a change in the attitudes, perceptions, and habits of the members of Generation
Z. These changes may become more prevalent as the generation continues to form and join the
workforce. The proposed adoption of a longitudinal study to measure changes in the target
population can inform policy and advertising decisions. The suggested mobile application can
be used to connect with younger generations who embrace technology and assist in their
preparation for recruit training. These steps could rapidly impact recruiting efficiency at a
relatively low cost.

Recommended areas for future study include research on generational differences, the
optimal time for membership in the DEP, and the impact that increased technology has on
standardized testing and overall health and fitness. Unfortunately, this study generated more
questions than answers. The overall shift in the beliefs and attitudes of Generation Z could be
reflective of a social revolution, which could have far-reaching implications for both society and
the military institution. This revolution could change the way the military is manned, trained, and
employed. The ability of the Marine Corps to adapt to the future environment will determine its
future efficacy; it has spent a great deal of mental energy determining what the future operating

environment will look like, but MCRC needs to invest energy in examining the next generation
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of future Marines. The life-blood of the Marine Corps is its ability to find and mold young

citizens into the warriors of tomorrow.
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