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ABSTRACT 

 The reliability of the Performance Evaluation System within the Marine Corps has 

come under scrutiny, particularly regarding the consistency and fairness of fitness report 

evaluations. This study aimed to investigate inter-rater reliability among Reporting Seniors 

(RSs) in assessing the performance of Marine Officers using the Performance-Anchored 

Rating Scale (PARS). Data collected from 51 respondents were analyzed, revealing notable 

findings. Quantitatively, the study found low inter-rater reliability, with Fleiss’ Kappa 

yielding a value of 0.0214 (p = 0.00116), indicating inconsistent application of assessment 

criteria across diverse backgrounds. These results raise concerns regarding the validity and 

fairness of fitness report evaluations and their ability to accurately identify talent and 

quality Marines for promotion within the Marine Corps. Despite efforts to standardize 

evaluation criteria and promote objectivity, the analysis suggests substantial variability in 

ratings and evaluations among RSs. Recommendations stemming from these quantitative 

findings include reassessing evaluation criteria and considering modifications to the PARS 

and evaluated attributes to enhance accuracy and fairness. Addressing these issues is 

imperative for ensuring fairness, transparency, and equity in personnel management 

practices within the Marine Corps. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

This study investigates the reliability of Marine Corps fitness report (FitRep) 

evaluations, a pivotal aspect of the Performance Evaluation System (PES). Within the 

broader context of organizational and human resource management, the study focuses on 

addressing unexplained scoring inconsistencies through the lens of statistical reliability. 

Empirical literature reviews and peer discussions suggest that the current FitRep 

system may lack the requisite structure for a comprehensive, fair, and unbiased assessment 

of talent and performance. Challenges such as trait selection ambiguity, validity concerns, 

and the FitRep’s multifaceted utility have cast doubts on its efficacy. Moreover, the PES 

grapples with inadequate structuring, vague performance assessment criteria, and a reliance 

on subjective Reporting Senior (RS) opinions. Anecdotal evidence suggests that rather than 

adhering to established criteria, RSs often use their grading profile, leading to scores 

reflecting more on how a Marine compares to past evaluations by the same RS than on the 

Marine’s actual performance.  

Concerns about unexplained score variations based on Marine Reported-On (MRO) 

race, gender, and Military Occupational Specialty (MOS) were highlighted in a major study 

conducted by the Center for Naval Analysis (CNA) (Clemens et al., 2012). Multiple studies 

conducted by Naval Postgraduate School (NPS) students, including Jobst and Palmer 

(2005), Rigaut (2017), and Larger (2017), found similar issues—as did Dunst (2018) who 

also found disparities in scores based on college degree program in addition to the 

aforementioned demographics. 

After-action reports from selection board members, such as that from Heuer (2020), 

echoed concerns about the quality of information, contradictory scoring, and inconsistent 

word pictures in evaluations. These factors make it challenging to obtain an accurate and 

complete understanding of an MRO when determining suitability for promotion and special 

programs (Heuer, 2020).  

Additionally, the 38th Commandant’s Planning Guidance acknowledged major 

shortcomings in the existing PES, recognizing a “growing lack of faith within our ranks in 
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the system’s ability to accurately identify their skills, performance, and future potential” 

(Berger, 2019). However, despite prioritizing modifications, no funding has been allocated 

to evaluate proposed changes. 

This study offers a fresh perspective in its efforts to understand FitRep impartiality 

by investigating reliability as a potential contributing factor. We have two research 

questions: 

1. Primary Question: To what extent does the inter-rater reliability of FitRep 

evaluations among RSs validate the assessment criteria used in measuring 

performance?  

2. Secondary Question: What factors or characteristics of RSs correlate with 

trends in FitRep scores and inter-rater reliability? 

Together, these questions explore the extent of RS consistency in ratings and 

evaluations in Marine Corps FitReps and further explore factors contributing to potential 

variations in reliability. We hypothesize that there is low inter-rater reliability among RSs 

in their evaluations of FitReps, suggesting that the assessment criteria used in measuring 

performance are not consistently applied across raters and do not validate performance 

assessments. Focused on Marine Corps officers, the study employs a survey mimicking 

sections D through G of the current Navy and Marine Corps (NAVMC) 10835 (Rev. 7–

11) FitRep to assess the content reliability of the FitRep.  

Our findings reveal that the inter-rater reliability of FitRep evaluations among RSs 

does not fully validate the assessment criteria for measuring performance. Despite efforts 

to ensure consistency and fairness, discrepancies in ratings and interpretations persist 

among RSs. Additionally, the lack of statistically significant differences in inter-rater 

reliability across various training groups suggests that factors beyond formal training 

influence variations in FitRep evaluations. 

While definitive correlations between specific RS characteristics and FitRep trends 

are lacking, our analysis highlights the complex interplay of factors impacting rating 

consistency and reliability. We find that officers at higher ranks or with specific 
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occupational specialties may have differing perspectives or expectations regarding 

performance, leading to rating variations. Qualitative insights from our text analysis 

underscore the importance of contextual knowledge and direct observation in evaluations, 

suggesting that subjective aspects often outweigh the intended objectivity of attribute 

descriptions and PARS ratings. Furthermore, inconsistencies between narrative 

justifications and PARS ratings, particularly for Marines ranked as average overall, 

indicate potential biases or subjective interpretations influenced by individual 

characteristics such as experience level, communication skills, and critical thinking ability.  

Given the critical shortcomings in the current framework, research into the Marine 

Corps PES is imperative. The system’s lack of comprehensiveness in defining quality 

standards, measures for special attributes and skills, and alignment with organizational 

needs underscores the need for systematic evaluation. Marine Corps Order (MCO) 1610.7B 

serves as a guide for completing performance evaluations using the FitRep, yet challenges 

persist in subjective factors, space constraints for comments, and MOS-specific trait 

assessment. 

These issues undervalue crucial skills that optimize performance or value but are 

not identified as a particular billet responsibility or requirement. By addressing reliability 

concerns, this study aims to furnish quantitative evidence supporting these concerns, 

informing strategic decisions, and ensuring the integrity of promotion and retention 

processes within the Marine Corps.  

The subsequent chapters of this thesis are organized as follows: 

1. Chapter II presents the definition and value of statistical reliability tests in 

examining performance measures, an overview of the PES and its 

structural and complementary components.  

2. Chapter III consists of a comprehensive review of literature on 

performance evaluations including studies seeking to identify 

commonalities in effective performance evaluations and understand and 

validate measurement tools. This discussion is followed by a review of 

studies on the Marine Corps PES and the issues and challenges identified.  
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3. Chapter IV outlines methods employed to source data and analyze results. 

4. Chapter V contains the analysis.  

5. Chapter VI concludes the study and presents discussion and 

recommendations for change. 
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II. BACKGROUND 

This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of the Marine Corps PES. It 

navigates through the PES components, including objectives, history, and roles and 

responsibilities. 

Complementary key documents, such as the Master Brief Sheet (MBS) and Official 

Military Personnel File (OMPF), are introduced to illustrate their role in presenting a 

consolidated view of a Marine’s service history and performance records. Finally, drawing 

on insights from a board member for a fiscal year (FY) 2019 promotion board, the chapter 

discusses the FitRep’s implications for? promotion boards and challenges in conveying 

meaningful information. 

A. USMC PERFORMANCE EVALUATION SYSTEM 

The PES supports personnel management and assignment decisions including 

unifying selection, promotion, and retention efforts across both Active and Reserve 

components (Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 2023). The PES Manual 

establishes foundational guidelines for fitness reports, encompassing policies, procedures, 

and responsibilities. The subsequent details on system objectives, evaluation roles and 

responsibilities, and NAVMC 10385 description are sourced from this manual. 

1. System Objectives 

The system objectives, outlined in the PES Manual, aim to achieve accurate fitness 

reports that assess individual performance against specific criteria (Headquarters, United 

States Marine Corps, 2023). This intention highlights the importance of clarity and 

objectivity, aligning with Marine Corps standards to avoid inflated performance 

assessments. Timeliness is vital, with normal reports expected within 30 days and adverse 

reports within 60 days. This emphasis on timeliness ensures prompt and precise updates to 

Marines’ Official Military Personnel Files (OMPFs) (Headquarters, United States Marine 

Corps, 2023). 
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The PES Manual encourages the RS to submit fitness reports that are both 

administratively and procedurally correct (Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 

2023). Doing so ensures that there are accurate and complete records of each Marine’s 

performance over time (Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 2023). This emphasis 

on accuracy and adherence to guidelines helps in maintaining comprehensive and 

continuous documentation of the performance of every Marine within the system. It also 

supports selection boards by providing fair and accurate information for personnel 

management decisions (Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 2023).  

2. History of the Performance Evaluation System 

In 1999, the Marine Corps implemented the current FitRep system to address grade 

inflation, as detailed in Phillips and Clemens (2011). Several modifications were 

introduced. The changes included reducing evaluation dimensions from 21 to 14 and 

introducing text boxes for billet description and accomplishments (Phillips & Clemens, 

2011). Additionally, the previous FitRep had a 6-point rating scale, while the current 

system employs 14 Personal Anchored Rating Scale (PARS) ranging from A to G (with H 

indicating not observed) (Phillips & Clemens, 2011). Notably, an A in any PARS signifies 

an “adverse” report, with F and G requiring justification (Phillips & Clemens, 2011). 

Another significant disparity is that the current FitRep calculates an unweighted 

average of the PARS, eliminating the overall RS mark (Phillips & Clemens, 2011). The 

MRO is assigned a relative value (RV) based on the RS’s profile, reflecting a comparative 

analysis with other MROs with the same RS and grade. 

Lastly, unlike the previous system, which lacked the ability to track of reporting 

history, the new FitRep introduces an overall relative assessment by the Reviewing Officer 

(RO), aiming for a distribution resembling a “Christmas tree” and replacing the previous 

absence of a numerical RO mark (Phillips & Clemens, 2011). These changes, along with 

others, contributed to the expansion of the evaluation format to the current 5-page 

document, compared to the previous 2-page format (Phillips & Clemens, 2011). 
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Over the years, the PES has received minor upgrades to account for changes in 

requirements such as the inclusion of the combat fitness test (CFT) as an annual training 

requirement. 

3. Roles and Responsibilities 

Roles and responsibilities, outlined in the PES Manual, designate the MRO as the 

focus of the report, required to route accomplishments to the RS via the Marine Reported-

On Worksheet (MROW). See Appendix A for an example of the MROW. The RS, typically 

the first commissioned or warrant officer senior to the MRO, is the direct supervisor. He 

or she asses the performance and character of a MRO using the NAVMC 10835 FitRep, 

and routes to the Manpower Management Records and Performance Branch of HQMC 

(MMRP-30) via the Automated Performance Evaluation System (A-PES) (Headquarters, 

United States Marine Corps, 2023). The Reviewing Officer (RO), senior to the RS, is the 

direct supervisor to the RS (Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 2023). Manpower 

Management Records and Performance Branch (MMRP-30) (Headquarters, United States 

Marine Corps, 2023). 

a. RS Marking Philosophy 

Marking philosophies are unique to individual RSs and are developed based on 

PARS descriptors. The marking philosophy, integral to the evaluation process, serves two 

primary purposes: providing RSs with a method to assess Marines across attributes and 

establishing a practical scale for communicating expectations (Headquarters, United States 

Marine Corps, 2023). Once established, RSs must maintain consistent marking 

philosophies across all ranks and MOSs throughout their careers to eliminate subjectivity 

and ensure fair evaluations (Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 2023). Any mid-

career changes to marking philosophies could have significant effects on previously 

evaluated Marines, emphasizing the RS’s responsibility to minimize subjectivity by 

adhering to objective criteria (Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 2023). 

When completing a FitRep, RSs concentrate on delineating the Marine’s actions 

and achievements during the specific reporting period. Post-report completion, the RS 

compares assigned attribute marks with those of other FitReps they have written on MROs 
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in the same grade. This process enables minor adjustments to maintain consistency with an 

established marking philosophy and align with the RS’s historical standards (Headquarters, 

United States Marine Corps, 2023). 

b. Reporting Senior Profile 

The FitRep incorporates both an absolute and relative measure of assessment in the 

form of personal attributes with PARS and the RS Profile, respectively. Both measures are 

integral components of the PES. PARSs, discussed later in this chapter, offer 

comprehensive descriptors for each assessed attribute, including clear definitions, 

descriptions of performance levels, and a marking gradient (Headquarters, United States 

Marine Corps, 2023). The RS Profile encompasses the average FitRep scores, arranged in 

descending order, for all reports crafted by an RS (Headquarters, United States Marine 

Corps, 2023). An RS generates a “profile” after he or she has evaluated three MROs in the 

same grade. After evaluating three MROs in the same grade, the RS generates a “profile,” 

enabling them to review and maintain consistency with past markings, as well as to 

establish a relative ranking of MROs within the same grade (Headquarters, United States 

Marine Corps, 2023). 

4. NAVMC 10835 Fitness Report 

In essence, the PES Manual guides the RS in completion and submission of a 

FitRep. See Appendix B for a blank example of the NAVMC 10835 FitRep. The FitRep is 

instrumental in determining eligibility and suitability for promotion, shaping career paths, 

and aiding in retention decisions. Its pivotal role extends beyond a simple evaluation to a 

critical piece in support of the Commandant’s overarching objectives (Headquarters, 

United States Marine Corps, 2023). To provide a comprehensive understanding of the 

NAVMC form, this section explains the various sections and their significance, as outlined 

in the PES Manual. 

a. Administrative Information: Section A 

Section A of the fitness report serves the purpose of providing essential 

administrative information about the MRO. It collects critical administrative details about 
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the Marine, the reporting organization, the occasion, and period covered, duty assignment, 

and any special cases (e.g., adverse, or commendatory material). Section A establishes a 

foundational framework for the subsequent sections of the fitness report. 

b. Billet Responsibilities: Section B 

Section B of the FitRep provides the RS with a chance to outline the range of 

responsibilities that served as the foundation for the evaluation during the specified 

reporting period. (Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 2023). The PES Manual 

provides details to guide the development of the billet description including: 

1. Avoiding restating MOS prerequisites, and  

2. Emphasizing both the MRO’s role and their primary responsibilities 

within the unit or organization. 

Due to space limitations, the billet description should emphasize the most relevant 

aspects of the billet, prioritizing acceptable standards over goals (Headquarters, United 

States Marine Corps, 2023). 

c. Billet Accomplishments: Section C 

Section C focuses on highlighting the MRO accomplishments deemed most 

significant by the RS for the reporting period (Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 

2023). It is completed by the MRO and has space to include course completion, class 

standings, and other relevant achievements. The MRO provides a comprehensive account 

of his or her accomplishments in the billet, aligning with the information in Section B. The 

PES Manual instructs the MRO to present only factual results and achievements avoiding 

any reference to the influence of individual merit, maintaining a concise and focused 

presentation of performance. 

d. Evaluation: Sections D, E, F, G, and H 

Sections D through H of the FitRep encompass 14 attributes crucial for evaluating 

the Marine’s performance. See Table 1 for a comprehensive list and description of all 

attributes. These attributes, outlined in PARS, offer comprehensive descriptors for each 
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evaluated attribute, including definitions, performance levels, and marking gradients. 

PARS aim to streamline the evaluation process, reducing the need for extensive written 

comments while promoting objectivity and consistency based on Marine Corps 

expectations (Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 2023). The markings range from 

“A” to “H” and correspond to scaled descriptions. They are designed to stimulate critical 

thinking and thoughtful analysis, helping the RS evaluate the MRO more effectively before 

making a decision (Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 2023). 
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Table 1. NAVMC 10835 Fitness Report attributes and definitions. Source: 
Headquarters, United States Marine Corps (2023) 

Section Description Definition Attribute 
 

D 
Mission 

Accomplishment 
Addresses both the ends (results) 
and the means (how the MRO 
achieved those results). 

Performance 
Proficiency 

 
    E 

Individual 
Character 

Focuses on measurable traits of 
the MRO’s individual character 
such as distinctive mental, 
physical, moral, and behavioral 
qualities that each Marine needs. 

Courage 
Effectiveness Under 
Stress  
Initiative  

 
 

F 

Leadership Provides overall view and 
understanding of the individual’s 
leadership style, in addition to 
comprehensive picture of the 
individual’s effectiveness as a 
leader. 

Leading Subordinates 
Developing 
Subordinates 
Setting the Example 
Ensuring Well-Being of 
Subordinates 
Communication Skills 

 
G 

Intellect and 
Wisdom 

Measures the MRO’s efforts to 
grow intellectually, and use 
knowledge gained to benefit both 
personal and unit performance. 
Provides a critical indicator of an 
MRO’s ability to learn and 
reason, capacity for knowledge 
and understanding, and ability to 
use intellectual skills to make 
viable and timely decisions. 

Professional Military 
Education  
Decision Making 
Ability 
Judgment 

 
H 

Fulfillment of 
Evaluation 

Responsibilities 

Establishes a direct method of 
ensuring that reporting officials 
accomplish the objectives of the 
PES by evaluating their efforts to 
submit accurate, timely, and 
uninflated evaluations. Measures 
the level to which reporting 
officials fulfill their 
responsibilities. 
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5. Master Brief Sheet 

The MBS consolidates personal information and summarizes the performance 

evaluation record. Comprising two distinct sections, the Header Data extracts service 

information directly from the Marine Corps Total Force System (MCTFS), providing 

essential details about the Marine’s service history (Headquarters, United States Marine 

Corps, 2023). On the other hand, the Fitness Report Listing section offers an overview of 

archived reports highlighting sections A through H, and a portion of section K 

(Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 2023). Essentially, the MBS serves as a 

centralized repository, streamlining access to critical information for effective personnel 

management. 

B. OFFICIAL MILITARY PERSONNEL FILE 

The OMPF serves as a comprehensive repository, capturing the entirety of a 

Marine’s military career, including administrative details, awards, MOS, training 

summaries, languages, education summaries, official photos, and fitness reports 

(Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 2023). It is imperative for the MRO to 

meticulously verify all information as accurate and current, ensuring that all 

documentation, including training certificates and official photos, is accounted for. 

C. FITNESS REPORT CHALLENGES IN PROMOTION BOARD 
DECISION-MAKING 

After establishing the foundation by emphasizing the significance of the FitRep 

within the PES and recognizing the current challenges in ensuring an equitable assessment 

of talent and performance, the next step is to integrate these considerations with the 

valuable perspectives shared by Lieutenant Colonel Jason W. Heuer (2020). As a board 

member for a FY19 promotion board, Heuer’s insights further illustrate the challenges and 

intricacies associated with the FitRep in the context of the broader goal of improving 

fairness and accuracy in personnel assessments. 

Heuer’s (2020) after-action report highlights the crucial role of FitReps in the 

promotion process. He emphasizes the board’s commitment to thoroughly evaluating each 

document and stresses the importance of effective communication through FitReps. 
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Heuer (2020) notes that the board scrutinizes reports meticulously and expects them to be 

written to the board rather than the Marine. 

Common issues include consecutive low marks without adequate explanation, 

inconsistencies in attribute marks between the RS and RO, and reliance on cliché phrases 

(such as “completed tasks with minimal supervision,” and “valued member/asset of the 

command”) rather than language that better illuminates the rationale for specific marks 

(Heuer, 2020, p. 50). These observations highlight challenges associated with the current 

PES, aligning with our research goal of investigating reliability concerns. 

Heuer’s (2020) after-action report provides valuable insights that support our 

research goal by highlighting the meticulous scrutiny given to Fitness Reports during 

promotion boards and the need for improvement in conveying meaningful information for 

fair and accurate personnel assessments. 
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III. LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter offers a thorough exploration of research on effective performance 

evaluation measures, encompassing insights into common traits and characteristics, tests 

of validity and reliability, and the challenges specific to the Marine Corps PES. These 

themes, inclusive of civilian and military organization perspectives, collectively enhance 

our understanding of the complexities surrounding performance evaluations and 

assessment measures, setting the stage for why statistical reliability becomes the next 

crucial step in evaluating the Marine Corps PES. 

A. EFFECTIVE PERFORMANCE EVALUATION MEASURES 

A thorough performance evaluation incorporates several elements to ensure a 

comprehensive and impartial assessment of an individual’s work. While the specific factors 

might differ based on the context and nature of the work, there exist some commonalities 

found in different organizations in various industries which form an integral part of 

effective performance measures. 

1. Common Traits and Characteristics 

Chachula (1992) attempted to identify such commonalities by examining the 

performance measurement systems of 11 successful companies. She used field reports 

compiled from interviews with the companies’ leadership, including site supervisors, 

managers, controllers, quality managers, and individuals in roles such as purchasing, 

maintenance, or product design, to identify 21 “best practices” in performance evaluations 

by corporate standards (Chachula, 1992). The data originated from prior research, 

conducted by Euske, Lebas, and McNair (1993), obtained via site visits to 11 commercial 

companies located throughout the U.S. and Europe. Interview questions were designed by 

the researchers to elicit direct and indirect information about the development, utility and 

perception of performance measures used by the companies (Chachula, 1992).  

Chachula (1992) employed data analysis techniques such as data reduction, display, 

and conclusion drawing to identify theoretical characteristics of the companies’ 
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performance measures from the compiled reports. The results initially identified 37 

common characteristics, which were then condensed to 21 based on similar themes.  

The examination of performance measures highlighted key trends across 

management levels. See Table 2 for summary of characteristics and their significance to 

management. Notably, there was a consistent preference for physical measures over 

financial ones, with financial metrics gaining importance in challenging market conditions 

and for top-level management. Teamwork and the value of self-directed work teams 

emerged as crucial factors, echoing across different management tiers. Evaluation 

processes were well-established, with semi-annual or annual reviews being common, 

supplemented by informal evaluations. People skills, time frame considerations, and the 

universal recognition of the workforce’s significance were consistent themes. 

Concerns about supplier relationships, acknowledgment of technology’s impact, 

and the focus on   quality were noteworthy aspects, each with variations across 

management levels. Compensation patterns, communication strategies, customer focus, 

and empowerment were consistent themes across organizations and management levels, 

each playing a pivotal role in organizational effectiveness. The study also highlighted the 

emphasis on leadership and management training, aligning with a broader focus on 

physical performance measures. Continuous improvement and professional growth 

training remained pervasive considerations at every management level, along with the 

enduring importance of key measures of production and productivity. 

Chachula (1992) considered each characteristic foundational for effective 

performance measures, influencing aspects such as promotions, performance evaluations, 

compensation, and office climate. The identified characteristics were analyzed to establish 

their connection to the reward structures within the organizations. This analysis revealed a 

key insight: in all 11 companies studied, every characteristic, except for supplier 

relationship, time frame, and technology, received rewards through one or more of the 

influential aspects mentioned. 
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Table 2. Summary of organizational performance measures and key themes 
across management levels. Source: Chachula (1992) 

Common Characteristics of Performance Measurement Systems 
Physical/Financial 
Measures: Most sites 
prioritized physical over 
financial measures, except 
in challenging market 
conditions. Financial 
measures were crucial for 
top-level management. 

Teamwork: Teamwork and 
the value of self-directed 
work teams were crucial 
for successful 
organizations. 

Cycle Time: Mentioned in 
manufacturing 
organizations, cycle time 
was consistently discussed 
across management levels. 

Changes in Performance 
Measures: Despite 
initiatives like self-
directed work teams, 
changes in performance 
measures predominantly 
originated from top 
management. 

Community Involvement: 
While not universal, 
involvement with the local 
community was notable in 
the top two levels of 
management. 

Market Related: PMP 
Managers were particularly 
concerned about market-
related aspects. 

Evaluations: All 
organizations conducted 
established performance 
evaluations semi-annually 
or annually, with informal 
evaluations used across all 
management levels. 

People Skills: People 
skills were highlighted by 
at least one manager in 
every organization. 

Time Frame: Time frame 
considerations were evident 
in organizations with a focus 
on long-term contracts. 

Importance of Employees: 
Employees were 
universally recognized as a 
valuable resource across 
all sites and management 
levels. 

Supplier Relationship: 
Concerns about supplier 
relationships were 
expressed by Site 
Managers, Quality 
Managers, and PMP 
Managers. 

Technology: Most 
organizations acknowledged 
the impact of technology, 
with variations in concerns 
across management levels. 

Quality: Quality was a 
central theme guiding 
organizations and 
management at every 
level, with variations in its 
interpretation. 

Compensation: 
Compensation patterns 
were consistent, primarily 
comprising base salary 
and performance-related 
bonuses. 

Communication: Informal 
and formal communication 
were crucial in all 
organizations, with top 
management focusing more 
on informal communication. 
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Common Characteristics of Performance Measurement Systems 
Customer Focus: 
Customer focus was 
consistent across all 
organizations and 
management levels, 
emphasizing meeting 
customer needs. 

Empowerment: 
Empowerment was 
recognized across 
management levels, with 
PMP Managers placing a 
higher emphasis. 

Leadership/Management: 
Emphasis on leadership and 
management training 
aligned with a focus on 
physical performance 
measures. 

Continuous Improvement: 
Emphasis on continuous 
improvement was evident 
at every management 
level, indicating a 
commitment to enhancing 
operations. 

Training: Professional 
growth training was 
deemed important at every 
management level. 

Productivity/Performance: 
Key measures of production 
and productivity were 
consistently important 
across all management 
levels. 

 

Building upon Chachula’s foundational exploration of effective performance 

evaluation measures, Small (2020) further contributes to our understanding of best 

practices in organizational success. In a more contemporary context, Small’s (2020) 

research focused on high-performing companies like Google and Deloitte, exploring 

intricacies of modernizing employee performance evaluation systems. Small’s empirical 

review resulted in four narrative themes capturing successful performance evaluation 

practices. She used these themes to structure a theoretical framework to help better inform 

the modernization effort of the Navy’s personnel system using evidence-based research in 

scientific literature and industry practices (Small, 2020). 

To comprehend the regulations and procedures governing performance evaluations, 

Small (2020) conducted a thorough review of foundational statutes and Navy publications. 

Additionally, she conducted a comprehensive search in academic databases, including 

EBSCOhost, JSTOR, Web of Science, Google Scholar, and the Dudley Knox Library, 

focusing on topics such as employee performance evaluation, appraisal, measurement 

methods, talent management, and evaluation methods.  

Small (2020) used the same databases to identify Google and Deloitte by focusing 

her search on high-performing companies with over 100,000 employees that had 

NAVAL POSTGRADUATE SCHOOL  |  MONTEREY, CALIFORNIA  |  WWW.NPS.EDU

_________________________________________________________



19 

implemented transformative measures to modernize their employee PES between 2010 and 

2020. The successful practices of performance evaluations are encapsulated in four 

narrative themes, addressing the key aspects of evaluation purpose, employee involvement, 

methods, rating considerations, and the evaluation process. 

1. Clearly Define the Evaluation Purpose: This theme emphasizes the 

importance of identifying specific objectives and goals for performance 

evaluations. Small’s (2020) research highlights challenges faced by the 

Navy PES due to competing objectives and the use of a single system for 

both developmental and administrative goals. 

2. Cultivate a Culture of Communication: This theme focuses on establishing 

an environment that encourages open communication, feedback, and 

ongoing dialogue between employees and managers. Small (2020) 

identifies challenges in the Navy PES, such as minimal opportunities for 

feedback, a focus on process over performance, and a lack of 

transparency. Recommendations include the use of the MSAF coaching 

tool to enhance feedback and communication, simplifying the evaluation 

system, and fostering transparency through tools like 360-degree 

feedback. 

3. Promote a Perception of Fairness: This theme underscores the importance 

of ensuring that employees perceive the evaluation system as fair and 

accurate. Small (2020) identifies challenges with accuracy in the Navy 

PES, leading to potential talent mismanagement. Recommendations 

include constant calibration and clear communication to enhance fairness, 

as well as simplifying processes and fostering transparent communication 

to address opaque processes and build trust. 

4. Acknowledge the Absence of a Universal Solution: This theme recognizes 

the complexity of performance management systems and emphasizes the 

need for customized solutions based on organizational needs. Small (2020) 

concludes that no universal solution exists; effective implementation 

NAVAL POSTGRADUATE SCHOOL  |  MONTEREY, CALIFORNIA  |  WWW.NPS.EDU

_________________________________________________________



20 

requires a tailored approach, rigorous testing, and periodic audits. 

Successful PES implementation depends on integrating evaluation into 

overall performance management, iterative testing, and periodic audits. 

Chachula (1992) and Small (2020)’s findings both contribute significantly to the 

understanding of effective performance evaluation measures. Both studies focus on 

defining evaluation purposes, emphasizing the importance of identifying specific 

objectives and goals for performance evaluations while ensuring accuracy aligns with the 

need for meaningful financial measures. Both emphasize the importance of teamwork and 

fostering a culture of communication as crucial to the success of an organization. Chachula 

(1992) found continuous improvement was evident at every management level, indicating 

a commitment to enhancing operations. Similarly, Smalls (2020) acknowledges the 

absence of a universal solution, emphasizing the need for customized solutions based on 

organizational needs, indicating a continuous improvement mindset. By combining 

Chachula’s foundational insights with Smalls’ contemporary perspectives, we emerge with 

principles potentially able to address modern challenges. 

2. Relative versus Absolute Measures 

Performance assessments can follow a relative or absolute format. While the 

relative approach involves comparing individuals against their peers, guiding decisions 

such as promotions and wages, absolute evaluations establish a standard without peer 

comparison (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2016). The latter provides specific feedback, fostering 

fairness in comparisons across departments and contributing to the clarity of performance 

standards (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2016). On the contrary, relative measures pose challenges 

in accurately discerning individual variations and introduce ambiguity about the absolute 

standing of an individual’s performance (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2016). 

Building on this understanding, Balakrishnan and Sivaramakrishnan (2016) 

explored the efficacy of absolute and relative performance evaluation systems. This 

investigation specifically focused on the absolute system and a tournament ranking system, 

exploring the implications of individual performance manipulation. The study employed a 

task assignment model with risk-neutral agents and a risk-neutral principle to assess the 
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relative screening efficacies of the two systems in the presence of performance 

manipulation. 

The task assignment model involved a risk-neutral principal assigning two risk-

neutral agents to two tasks, considering the fit between agent types and tasks (Balakrishnan 

et al., 2016). The principal aimed to minimize the expected loss from task assignment, with 

defined costs for type I and type II errors (Balakrishnan et al., 2016). The absolute system 

categorized an agent’s performance by creating a binary signal (high or low) dependent on 

whether their actual performance surpassed a predetermined threshold (Balakrishnan et al., 

2016). The ranking system ranked the agents giving the agent with the higher signal the 

better ranking (Balakrishnan et al., 2016).  

Balakrishnan et al. (2016) found that, in the absence of performance manipulation, 

both absolute evaluations and ranking systems are preferred over a no-information 

benchmark. Absolute evaluations optimally assigned tasks based on signals, considering 

higher signals for task 1 and lower signals for task 2, while ranking systems used ranking 

to make task assignments leaving the principal to decides whether to assign task 1 to the 

agent ranked first or to the agent ranked second. 

Moreover, determining the optimal task assignment became inconsequential when 

both agents shared the same talent status, be it talented or untalented (Balakrishnan et al., 

2016). In such instances, random assignment is invoked as a strategy to minimize the 

principal’s loss. Additionally, Balakrishnan et al. (2016) suggested that the impact of 

information discretization within the absolute system diminishes with increased flexibility 

in task assignments. They recommended expanding the scope to consider numerous agents 

to enhance the appeal of absolute over ranking systems. Balakrishnan et al. also advocate 

for the exploration of multiple performance ratings, extending beyond the binary 

categorization of high and low.  

Balakrishnan et al.’s (2016) findings are limited in that they do not realistically 

account for on-hand agents and the potential presence of indistinguishable talent. 

Researchers do not speak to the estimated effects in a practical application of this model 

within a company with tens or more employees. Most businesses and organizations have 
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more than two employees; additionally, some tasks may be linked to a position rather than 

flexibly distributed among teams. In such cases, it is unclear whether the conclusion still 

holds true regarding the preference for absolute measures. Moreover, employing multiple 

employees is likely to result in several agents receiving the same rating. In these instances, 

when the talent pool includes both standout agents and some who are indistinguishable, it 

is unclear how the measurement model would compensate.  

3. Content Validity and Accuracy   

Content validity, assessing the alignment of empirical measurements with a specific 

content domain, is pivotal in ensuring that a set of sample items effectively represents and 

adequately defines the measured construct (Carmines & Zeller, 1979; Haynes, Richard, & 

Kubany, 1995). However, challenges emerge when dealing with unobservable constructs 

that measure abstract or complex concepts, such as “leadership effectiveness,” which 

involves multifaceted skills and behaviors. The subjectivity inherent in such constructs 

requires judgment from subject matter experts to assess content relevance and 

representativeness (Shrotryia & Dhanda, 2019).  

Addressing the nuanced challenges of content validity, particularly when grappling 

with abstract constructs, Luke (2022) navigated these complexities by applying a robust 

examination to the U.S. Navy’s trait value statements (TVS) in draft. Using cross-textual 

analysis between the TVS and authoritative doctrine and policies, Luke (2022) found high 

construct validity based on the correlation between the traits, doctrine and evaluations used 

by other military services.  

As part of a larger overhaul of the personnel management system, the TVS included 

8 traits, with various sub-traits and justifying statements all of which required assessment 

to determine their alignment with Navy doctrine (Luke, 2022). To better structure the 

FitRep into a coaching tool, “the language in the TVS was purposely developmental and 

included many parallels to civilian research on talent management” (Luke, 2022, p. 45).  

Luke employed cross-textual analysis to assess the construct validity of the Navy’s 

TVS with organizational goals and values identified in the following sources: Task Force 

One–Navy (TF1N) report, the Hard Truths and the Duty to Change: from the Independent 
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Review Commission on Sexual Assault report, The Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) 2021 

NAVPLAN, the CNO’s 2020 Signature Behaviors of the 21st Century Sailor document in 

addition to values outlined in other U.S. DOD military officer evaluations as identified in 

their PES. The analysis involved determining the frequency of each sub-trait’s reference in 

these documents and ranking them from most to least valid based on their prevalence in all 

source documents (Luke, 2022).  

Out of the 39 TVS sub-traits, 33 were validated by at least half of the Navy doctrine 

under review (Luke, 2022). 18 TVS sub-traits found exact matches in all three other 

services’ officer evaluations while wellness was found to align with all reviewed Navy 

doctrine and evaluations from other services (Luke, 2022). The TVS sub-traits that 

received the highest rankings, meaning validation from six or more sources, primarily 

center around interpersonal dynamics, encompassing wellness, ethics, personnel 

development, innovation, relationships, feedback, inclusion, integrity, professionalism, 

feedback, personal development and listening (Luke, 2022).  

The proposed new traits, emphasizing “leadership skills” with minimal connection 

to performance or proficiency, align with Small’s (2020) conclusion regarding the lack of 

a clear objective within the Navy PES. Small highlighted challenges arising from 

competing objectives and the utilization of a single system for both developmental and 

administrative goals, reinforcing the need for clarity in defining evaluation purposes. Luke 

(2022) suggests a further misalignment of PES goals and utilization by drafting the TVS 

with a language geared toward coaching while still using the FitRep to evaluate 

performance and make decisions regarding promotion. 

4. Reliability and Dependability 

Test reliability, often measured by the correlation between scores for a 

representative group, provides a valuable index of the consistency and stability of the 

measurement over repeated assessments. To examine reliability and investigate the 

importance and relevance to performance evaluation measures, Bottoms (2022) conducted 

a study focused on evaluating the reliability of job performance test scorings through 

interrater consistency.  

NAVAL POSTGRADUATE SCHOOL  |  MONTEREY, CALIFORNIA  |  WWW.NPS.EDU

_________________________________________________________



24 

The analysis of 57 evaluators from the Early Education Support Office (EEOS) on 

10 fictitious teacher profiles found varied degrees of evidence of strictness, leniency, and 

bias in the evaluation of early educators. Findings suggested inconsistencies in methods 

affecting birth-through kindergarten teacher licensure for early educators in both private 

and public sectors. Bottoms (2022) used the Strictness Calibration, Bias Test, and 

Caseloads Added models to investigate strictness and leniency patterns. 

The evaluators, who hold licenses themselves, each rated 10 fictitious teacher 

profiles crafted from real cases, to assess model comparisons and goodness of fit using the 

30-item North Carolina Teacher Evaluation Process (NCTEP) rubric. Responses were 

analyzed to understand the rater response process using the Many Facets Rasch Model 

(MFRM) for its evidence-based effectiveness in investigating reliability of education and 

psychological assessments (Bottoms, 2022). 

Initial testing sought to establish the model-estimated proficiency levels for 

fabricated teacher profiles (Bottoms, 2022). Analysis of summative ratings on all 30 

NCTEP rubric elements revealed a reasonable spread across profiles, indicating 

appropriate model-data fit and differing ability levels consistent with the expected field 

distribution (Developing [20% or two profiles], Proficient [60% or 6 profiles], and 

Accomplished [20% or 2 profiles]). Assessing variability in raters’ strictness via a logit 

scale, MSE statistics indicated that some raters were consistently strict or lenient, while 

others exhibited more unpredictable rating patterns, highlighting irregularities in 

assessments. 

Examination of group differences in rater severity based on race showed 

statistically significant variability in ratings. The overall bias effect was minimal, 

indicating a small overall group bias. However, individual rater patterns revealed that five 

raters exhibited bias, rating White teachers more leniently and teachers of color more 

strictly (Bottoms, 2022). 

Assessment of the alignment of raters’ grading trends on the fictitious profiles with 

their actual caseload, using the Summative Caseloads model, revealed an appropriate fit. 

This alignment was characterized by insignificant variability in teacher profiles and 
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illustrated by minimal change in logit location from one model to the other (Bottoms, 

2022). Five raters demonstrated patterns of strictness or leniency in the field which were 

completely different from patterns observed in the study. Two raters demonstrated rating 

patterns in the field which were stricter, but not completely different, than those patterns 

observed in the study.  

Potential consequences of identified bias in rater behavior impact the fairness and 

reliability of evaluations. Potential impartiality can lead to the denial of licensure due to 

demographic factors vice merit. Bottoms’ (2022) results provide evidence for increased 

monitoring of raters employed by the EES Office, and the model aids in identifying areas 

where individual raters differ from the overall group patterns and prompt leadership to 

follow up with raters displaying statistics outside the expected or normal boundaries.  

Other studies (Clemens et al., 2012; Bottoms, 2022; Dunst, 2018) and insights from 

after-action reports (Heuer, 2020) consistently advocate for enhanced rater training to 

address challenges in performance evaluations. However, Pufpaff, Clarke, and Jones 

(2015) challenge this consensus in their study, “The Effects of Rater Training on Inter-

Rater Agreement.” Employing a three-phase approach, the study assessed the consistency 

of ratings before and after directed training. 

Ten full-time faculty members, varying in experience, volunteered for the study. 

They conducted rubric-based performance assessments on students in an undergraduate 

special education teacher training program (Pufpaff et al., 2015, p. 118). The raters 

evaluated student work both before and after receiving training on the rubric. The training 

materials were thoughtfully designed to accommodate faculty time constraints, prioritizing 

efficiency. These materials included an expanded rubric with additional details in each row, 

covering assignment requirements, knowledge, skills, dispositions, and/or performances 

aligned with professional standards (Pufpaff et al., 2015, p. 125). Written directions for 

candidates and definitions of rubric terms were also included (Pufpaff et al., 2015, p. 125). 

Accompanying the expanded rubrics were narrated PowerPoint presentations introducing 

the assignment, providing background information, and explaining each rubric row in 

detail (Pufpaff et al., 2015, p. 126). 
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Despite the comprehensive training, the analysis, which included side-by-side 

comparisons and focused on rater agreement, percentage agreement, and scores within one 

acceptable performance level of the true score (original rating by the course instructor), 

revealed limited agreement among raters. The rubric comprised 32 rows, resulting in 310 

individual scores. Pre-training, approximately 43% of these scores concurred with the 

established true scores, and an additional 35% were within an acceptable range of the true 

score (Pufpaff et al., 2015). Only two rubric rows exhibited unanimous agreement, with all 

scores within one acceptable level of each other (Pufpaff et al., 2015). Post-training, the 

only change was a 3-percentage point decrease in the percentage of scores that fell within 

one acceptable level of the true score (Pufpaff et al., 2015).  

Participants found the training highly useful, with 60% rating it as excellent and 

40% as good (Pufpaff et al., 2015). After the training, participants expressed increased 

comfort in scoring assignments, with 40% rating the clarity of the materials as excellent 

and 60% as good (Pufpaff et al., 2015). 

Pufpaff et al. (2015)’s study underscored the importance of rater training for 

achieving strong inter-rater reliability. However, despite these efforts, variability persisted 

in the assessment process, potentially impacting candidates’ outcomes in the program. The 

study highlights the challenges of achieving consistent ratings in complex assessments, 

even with the implementation of training materials. 

This study does have some limitations, particularly regarding transparency. It lacks 

details on the assignments assessed, does not provide copies of the grading rubric, and does 

not outline the statistical test or equation used for agreement calculation. The specific 

nature of the assignment and the details of the rubric can significantly impact grading 

subjectivity, offering more context to disparate ratings. In essence, the lack of transparency 

not only restricts the reproducibility of the study but also undermines its credibility. Pufpaff 

et al. (2015) argues for systematic training to improve assessment reliability. Moreover, 

their findings emphasize that training, despite being commonly perceived as a solution, 

may not always be as effective as believed in enhancing the consistency and dependability 

of performance evaluations or assessments. This suggests that the effectiveness of training 
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might hinge on the method and content employed, emphasizing their pivotal role in 

realizing tangible benefits. 

B. MARINE CORPS PERFORMANCE EVALUATION CHALLENGES 

This section covers studies that have been conducted into the PES which highlight 

the system’s shortcomings. While some were intentionally examining RS reporting trends, 

some were conducted to investigate correlations between career paths and service member 

demographics/characteristics and subsequently identified potential bias in RS behavior. 

This focus is to be expected given the nature of a performance evaluation which is 

influenced not only by proficiency and performance but also personality and rapport. 

However, the unexplained scoring differences by demographic factors impacts reliability 

of the report and its reflection of the individual MRO’s true quality and value to the 

organization. 

1. Fitness Report Structure 

The primary purpose of the FitRep is to aid in the decision-making of a promotion 

or special selection board, emphasizing an objective and accurate assessment of individual 

performance based on Marine Corps standards (Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 

2023). The PES manual underscores the importance of reporting facts and objective 

judgments, ensuring evaluations consider performance against established criteria, 

individual capacity, and professional character (Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 

2023, p. 1–2). 

Jobst and Palmer (2005) introduce a critical perspective when they find evidence 

that contradicts the presumed objectiveness of the report and challenges the standardized 

nature of traits. They argue that reporting officials weigh each FitRep attribute differently 

based on their MOS. This revelation introduces a nuanced layer to the evaluation process, 

suggesting a need for a more tailored and weighted approach to competencies in the 

ongoing discourse on the effectiveness of evaluation tools. 

Examining 33,858 OMPF records of officers (2nd Lieutenant through Colonel) 

from 1999 to 2004, Jobst and Palmer (2005) revealed significant variations in average 
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scores across MOSs and ranks, supporting the call for a weighted approach to performance 

evaluations. Mean scores of 14 competencies showed variances across MOSs, with, for 

instance, Financial Management Officers at the rank of 1st Lieutenant consistently scoring 

higher than other MOSs but displaying lower scores at the rank of Lieutenant Colonel 

(Jobst & Palmer, 2005). Proficiency, Initiative, and Communication also displayed higher 

averages in infantry, communications, and legal MOSs (Jobst & Palmer, 2005). 

Jobst and Palmer (2005) employed an ordinary least squares regression to analyze 

FitRep competency averages, focusing on how estimated coefficients for MOS groups 

affect competency scores. Their findings suggested that MOS groups are significant factors 

in understanding competency scores, especially when considering the Marine’s rank and 

the year of the report. Their results advocated for customized evaluations (Jobst & Palmer, 

2005). They reasoned that the importance of a particular skill could be determined by 

assessing its statistically significant deviation in average FitRep score when compared to 

other MOSs, then the distinct skills, categorized as competencies or attributes, demanded 

by each MOS should be considered in the weighting of the associated FitRep competency 

(Jobst & Palmer, 2005).  

Jobst and Palmer (2005) also conducted a survey (54.2 % response rate) focused on 

identifying competency importance in primary MOS duties. Respondents were primarily 

comprised of captains and majors, with overrepresentation of pilots and communication 

officers. Aside from rank and MOS, respondents were asked to rank each FitRep 

competency in terms of relevance to inherent duties and assigned duties of their billet. The 

survey results revealed consistent high ranking of Performance and Proficiency 

competencies across all MOSs, with consistent low rankings for Professional Military 

Education (PME) competencies. Additionally, significant variations were observed among 

MOSs in certain competencies, supporting the hypothesis that not all FitRep competencies 

hold equal importance across different MOSs.  

Results of the Jobst and Palmer (2005) survey also highlighted the widespread 

belief, affirmed by 91 percent of officers, that skill sets should evolve as officers progress 

in pay grade, aligning with the observed increase in the importance of the Performance 

competency with higher pay grades. However, it is essential to note the lack of diversity in 
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MOS and grade of respondents limiting the generalizability of perceptions to the greater 

population of officers. This limitation is further aggravated by self-selection bias in the 

surveyed sample and the impact of non-randomized participation from fellow students, 

urging the need for a more comprehensive survey covering officers across the entire 

USMC, especially those actively serving in their primary MOS duties, to enhance the 

reliability of the findings. 

Another aspect of the report that has raised concern is the relative value (RV). The 

PES manual (2023) describes the RV as a metric for promotion and special selection board 

members to weigh the merit of a single FitRep in relation to the RS profile. “A report’s RV 

reflects how the fitness report average of an individual report compares to: (1) The RS’s 

average of all fitness reports written by the RS on Marines of the same grade and (2) The 

highest fitness report average of any report written by the RS on a Marine of the same grade 

as the MRO.” (Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 2023, p. 8–6). 

In his article “Stop Using Relative Values They Don’t Work as Advertised,” CNA 

research scientist and Marine Corps reservist Dr. Ryan Baker (2024) sheds light on the 

calculation and common misinterpretations of RVs. Using notional FitRep scores 

displayed as seen by board members, Baker’s Table 3 illustrates the misleading nature of 

RVs. The fictional report had an RV of 80 at the time of processing (RV at Proc), 

suggesting it had never occupied the top position within the RS profile. Subsequently, the 

RS completed three additional reports (denoted by the boxes labeled “Reports” and “3 of 

6”), leading to a cumulative RV escalation from 80 to 87.56 (Cum RV). This sequence 

highlights how RVs evolve over time, capturing the impact of subsequent reports on the 

cumulative assessment and, consequently, the challenges associated with interpreting these 

values in isolation. 
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Table 3. Sample reporting senior marks as presented on fictional MBS. 
Source: Baker (2024) 

 

 

Table 4 visually demonstrates the ambiguity in RV interpretation, portraying two 

distinct profiles generating the same RV observed in Table 3. Profile 2 places a report with 

an average of 2.50 at the RS profile’s bottom, while in Profile 1, it is closer to the top. RVs 

cannot distinguish between these scenarios, posing challenges for selection boards in 

understanding a Marine’s true position and performance. 

Table 4. Two sample RS profile capable of producing the same RV. Source: 
Baker (2024) 
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Drawing an analogy to Anscombe’s Quartet in statistics (four datasets that appear 

uniform in basic descriptive statistics but possess distinct qualities) (Siegrist, 2022), Baker 

(2024) highlights how FitReps with the same report average can create the illusion of 

uniformity on the MBS. Table 5 highlights the loss of information in summarizing data. 

There are several FitReps, spread across five RS profiles, which have identical cumulative 

RVs on the MBS. However, when the reports are shown in the RS profile, distinctive 

patterns emerge, revealing significant differences in their underlying distributions. Baker 

(2024) uses this table to emphasize the challenge of inferring the report’s location within 

the profile from MBS information alone, analogous to the diverse visual patterns observed 

in Anscombe’s Quartet. 

Table 5. Illustration of equivalent FRAs appearing in distinct rs profiles. 
Source: Baker (2024) 

 

 

Baker (2024) identifies two critical factors contributing to RV misinterpretation. 

First, the asymmetry of the RV scale challenges the belief in its symmetry (Gupta, 2022), 

allowing even the lowest-ranked report to achieve an RV higher than 80 (Baker, 2024). 

NAVAL POSTGRADUATE SCHOOL  |  MONTEREY, CALIFORNIA  |  WWW.NPS.EDU

_________________________________________________________



32 

Second, replacing the highest report in the profile with a higher one extends the RV scale 

in both directions, counterintuitively elevating RVs of reports at the profile’s bottom 

(Baker, 2024). 

Furthermore, Baker (2024) highlights the challenge faced by selection boards in 

discerning whether an RV change is due to reports added above or below it in the profile, 

introducing ambiguity. The order of report processing and the uneven distribution of 

reports in RV “thirds” add complexity to interpretation. 

Baker’s (2024) critique extends to three critical assumptions made by selection 

boards regarding RVs: the assumption of the profile average being centered, meaningful 

performance differences, and a reliable proxy for the RS’s marking philosophy. He argues 

that RV accuracy depends on the weak law of large numbers, emphasizing the need for a 

large sample size for meaningful patterns (Baker, 2024). 

Contradicting the Marine Corps’ perspective on RVs, Baker (2024) asserts that RVs 

significantly influence selection probability and challenge the notion that downplaying 

their importance suffices for fair evaluations. To address these issues, he proposed 

replacing RVs with graphical representations of RS profiles on the MBS, aiming to provide 

a clearer understanding of profile quirks compared to summary statistics.  

These studies reveal complexities in performance evaluations. Jobst and Palmer’s 

(2005) insights call for a nuanced, MOS-specific approach to competencies, challenging 

the one-size-fits-all model. Baker’s (2024) research critiques the RV system, emphasizing 

its misleading nature and proposing alternative visual representations for a clearer 

understanding of RS profiles. These studies collectively emphasize the need for ongoing 

refinement and customization in the evaluation process to ensure true and accurate 

assessments of quality performance. 

2. Reporting Senior Markings   

Fair and impartial assessments are additional indicators of effective performance 

evaluation systems. Yet, previous research into the Marine Corps PES has found evidence 

of potential bias and effects of poor training on FitRep scores (Clemens et al., 2012). Using 
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a combined approach inclusive of a comprehensive analysis of all officer FitReps from 

January 1999 to August 2011, review of the FitRep training curriculum, and stakeholder 

interviews, Clemens et al. (2012) were able to identify the system’s strengths, it’s 

challenges and propose recommendations for improvement. 

Findings suggested several aspects of the system were performing as intended. 

Grade inflation was dismissed, finding that FRAs experienced a slight increase until FY03, 

followed by a subsequent decline (Clemens et al., 2012). Promotion of the best-qualified 

officers was affirmed via agreement between subject matter experts.  

Clemens et al. (2012) identified multiple areas of the PES warranting concern. 

Findings revealed a disparity between the intended and observed distributions of RO 

marks. “RO marks are intended to have a distribution referred to as them ‘Christmas tree,’ 

with few marks at the top in order to help boards identify exceptionally qualified Marines.” 

(Clemens et al., 2012, p. 2). However, Clemens et al.’s (2012) analysis revealed the actual 

distribution deviated notably, as officers in higher ranks received higher RO marks on 

average (Clemens et al., 2012). Jobst and Palmer’s (2005) findings suggest that this 

deviation could be attributed to the escalating responsibility and accountability 

accompanying higher ranks. They propose that increased scores reflect the assumption that 

skill sets evolve and improve with growing leadership responsibilities.  

Analysis revealed a correlation between FitRep scores, entry paths and academic 

achievements (Clemens et al., 2012). Officers commissioned through E-to-O programs or 

with higher college GPAs consistently earned higher FitRep scores (Clemens et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, the influence of school quality on performance evaluations is less significant 

compared to the impact of college GPA (Clemens et al., 2012).  

Analysis of FitRep scores among different racial groups revealed that white RSs 

assigned slightly lower FRAs to black MROs and vice versa (Clemens et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, Clemens et al. (2012) identified racial disparities in promotion 

recommendations. Non-White officers, with comparable RVs, received less favorable 

endorsements than White officers (Clemens et al., 2012). 
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Analysis also revealed the potential for bias towards officers in specific 

occupational fields, such as aviation, who consistently received lower FitRep scores. 

Clemens et al. (2012) suggested further investigation to develop a comprehensive 

understanding of the factors contributing to the disparities, to uncover any underlying 

biases and discern potential systemic issues contributing to patterns of inconsistencies and 

variance. 

Dunst (2018) found similar observations in RS scoring trends in his thesis on the 

evolution of Marine Corps FitReps. Statistical analysis of 118,765 FitReps, spanning from 

FYs 2010 to 2017, uncovered several correlations and patterns of education and 

demographics on FitRep outcomes (Dunst, 2018).  

To estimate the probability of an MRO being rated in the top third on a FitRep 

based on RS and MRO characteristics, Dunst (2018) used multivariate logistics 

regressions. Performance-based factors were found to play a crucial role in determining 

FitRep outcomes, with physical fitness test scores and combat experience serving as 

influential components (Dunst, 2018). However, education consistently emerged as a 

primary and noteworthy factor shaping the MRO assessment, especially within science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields. Education stood out as the most 

influential predictor of MROs receiving top-third FitRep outcomes with significant varied 

effects across occupational fields. At the intersection of education and gender, female 

officers with degrees in STEM fields are identified as less likely to receive top-third FitRep 

outcomes (Dunst, 2018).  

A significant racial correlation is identified, revealing that White MROs tend to 

receive more favorable ratings, particularly when assessed by White RSs. Conversely, non-

White RSs exhibit a tendency to rate non-White MROs relatively lower. However, the 

study highlights that when factors like education level and combat experience are taken 

into account, the significance of racial correlations becomes less pronounced. 

The analysis further explored the learning curve exhibited by RSs over time. The 

variation in RS FitRep outcomes notably narrows when accounting for performance-based 

factors. This narrowing suggests a learning process for RSs, indicating an increased 
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proficiency in evaluating the performance of MROs over the course of their roles. The 

recognition of this learning curve emphasizes the dynamic nature of the evaluation process 

and implies that RSs become more adept at discerning performance nuances with 

accumulated experience. 

Two important themes emerge from this research. First is how an officer’s 

background, such as race, gender, or education correlates to their evaluation. Both studies 

found racial disparities in recommendations and marks. Dunst (2018) found disparities in 

gender and education while CNA found further disparities in commissioning source 

(Clemens et al., 2012). Second is the call for more comprehensive training as the solution 

to score variations.  

The limitations of the Dunst and CNA studies are evident in several aspects. First, 

both studies heavily rely on quantitative methods, such as logistic regression models, which 

may provide statistical correlations but lack the richness of qualitative insights. Qualitive 

insights from RSs on behavior indicative of attribute and rating, or other personality traits 

which contribute to performance evaluation but are not included on the FitRep could reveal 

subjective elements and decision-making factors not captured by quantitative measures. 

Additionally, both studies have a limited exploration of non-demographic factors such as 

the nature of assignments, specific achievements, or interpersonal skills, which could play 

a significant role in FitRep outcomes. Furthermore, the studies fall short in establishing 

causation or the nature of the interrelationships. While correlations between factors like 

race, education, and gender and FitRep outcomes are identified, the reasons behind these 

correlations are not deeply explored. Exploring qualitative information and non-

demographic factors would help provide context to the statistical outcomes.  

Addressing another aspect of the PES which can be a source of conflict or disparity, 

Rigaut (2017) conducted a text analysis of Marine Corps FitRep section I and K comments. 

In a distinctive approach, Rigaut (2017) analyzed a dataset comprised of over 71,000 

FitReps from officer cohorts in 1996, 1997, 2006, and 2007 using text statistics and 

machine learning algorithms. Findings revealed that well-written reports using simple 

words in longer sentences, with an emphasis on future command opportunities, indicated 

the best performers (Rigaut, 2017). However, challenges in RV and comparative 
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assessments (CA), along with inconsistent evaluations, suggest the need for standardized 

language in fitness reports (Rigaut, 2017). 

The study aimed to analyze the informational value of text fields in fitness reports, 

focusing on the relationship between textual information and officer performance tier 

classifications. Using text mining, readability assessment, and supervised machine learning 

models to predict officer performance tier classifications, Rigaut (2017) was able to 

quantify the relationship between markings and comments, emphasizing the quality of the 

response variable. 

Analysis of the RV and CA align with findings from Clemens et al. (2012) 

demonstrating a deviation from intended scoring distributions. Rigaut’s (2017) findings 

revealed the RV and CA having a narrow distribution range. The RV distribution 

concentrated in the upper half, with higher ranks exhibiting higher values (Rigaut, 2017). 

The CA distribution, intended to resemble a “Christmas Tree,” also deviated from the 

expected pattern, with lieutenant colonels receiving higher marks than second lieutenants 

(Rigaut, 2017).  

Highlighting concerns raised by Clemens et al. (2012) and Baker (2024), these 

trends impact the Marine Corps’ ability to distinguish talent within the officer ranks. 

Rigaut’s (2017) findings demonstrate an additional complexity faced by the board in 

identifying clear separations between performance tiers, leading to potential 

misclassifications of fitness reports. The study also identifies discrepancies between the 

intended and actual distributions of these assessment metrics, raising concerns about their 

effectiveness in accurately reflecting officer performance. Rigaut (2017) suggests adoption 

of standardized language to ensure consistency in Section I and K comments by “enhancing 

the word-picture guidance to separate talented Marines and promote conformity in issuing 

quantitative assessments of performance.” (p. xxi).  

Analysis of the concurrence between RS and RO in assigning MROs to 

performance tiers highlighted another significant disparity. In a sample of 71,212 FitReps, 

less than 0.1% exhibited non-concurrence (105 reports) meaning the RO agreed with the 

RS’s assessment of the MRO’s performance and subsequent PARS ratings (Rigaut, 2017). 
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However, a substantial 49% disparity was observed in assigned tiers (Rigaut, 2017). 

Differences in tier assignments were calculated, revealing a 43.1% disagreement by one 

tier and 6.1% by two tiers, with ROs marking higher than RSs in 27.1% and RSs higher 

than ROs in 22.1% of cases (Rigaut, 2017). 

Rigaut (2017) suggests that reasons for the disparity include RS marking based on 

MRO’s performance during the reporting period, while RO considers comparisons to all 

Marines of the same grade known professionally to the RO.  

In the exploration of RS markings Clemens et al. (2012) and Dunst (2018), revealed 

significant patterns and disparities. Furthermore, Rigaut (2017) identified a significant 

disparity in tier assignments between RS and RO adding another layer of complexity to the 

evaluation process. Together, these studies emphasize the multifaceted nature of RS 

markings, the impact of various factors on FitRep outcomes, and the need for continuous 

improvement in the evaluation system. 

C. SUMMARY 

The literature review explores effective performance evaluation measures, covering 

Chachula (1992) and Small’s (2020) studies on common characteristics and best practices 

in successful companies. It introduces the relative versus absolute measures paradigm, 

highlighting challenges associated with relative assessments. Balakrishnan, Lin, and 

Sivaramakrishnan (2016)’s study explores the efficacy of absolute and relative systems, 

providing insights into task assignment and system preferences. Content validity and 

accuracy are addressed through Luke’s (2022) examination of the U.S. Navy’s trait value 

statements, while Bottoms’ study (2022) emphasizes the need for reliability and uncovers 

variations in evaluators’ strictness. Jobst and Palmer’s (2005) focus on FitRep structure 

underscores the importance of a weighted approach, and the review addresses bias in 

performance evaluations, drawing attention to RS markings and disparities in FitRep 

scores. The complex dynamics influencing Marine Corps performance evaluations are 

explored through studies by Clemens (2012), Dunst (2018), years needed and others, 

offering a comprehensive overview of performance evaluation measures in organizational 

and military contexts. 
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D. LITERATURE CONNECTION TO USMC PERFORMANCE 
EVALUATIONS 

These studies collectively contribute to an understanding of effective performance 

evaluation measures, the challenges posed by relative and absolute assessments, the 

importance of content validity and accuracy, and the complexities and potential biases in 

Marine Corps performance evaluations. 

With the current system in place for over two decades and a substantial body of 

research highlighting significant issues in evaluation rating patterns, the next logical step 

is an in-depth review of the system to better understand and validate the findings of 

previous research. The literature offers diverse frameworks for the Marine Corps to assess 

the PES, encompassing empirical reviews to align the FitRep with organizational doctrine 

and incorporate best practices from sister services and successful businesses in diverse 

industries. Additionally, it demonstrates the value of conducting validity and reliability 

testing to ensure that score variations are not predominantly a result of a poorly designed 

system, introducing inconsistencies and unreliable assessments of performance and 

quality. 

Studies on the Marine Corps PES highlight the influence of observable factors on 

RS scoring. The focus of recommendations is on making changes to training, the system 

itself, and the measurement tools used in the evaluation process. Exploring system 

modifications such as the implementation of a weighted FitRep to better illustrate the value 

of different skills, does hold significance. However, this focus should be subsequent to a 

comprehensive assessment of the entire system, including statistical analysis, before 

adopting any changes. This approach aims to identify the root cause of the issues rather 

than reacting to correlated factors.  

By investigating the degree of agreement or consistency among RSs when assessing 

the same Marine’s performance, this thesis provides empirical evidence on the reliability 

of the FitRep. This is an essential contribution as inter-rater reliability is a fundamental 

psychometric property that ensures the consistency and fairness of evaluations. 
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IV. METHODOLOGY 

A. PURPOSE AND RESEARCH QUESTION 

Our research aims to explore the reliability of the USMC FitRep by analyzing RS 

inter-rater reliability. While acknowledging that inter-rater reliability is not the sole 

determinant of product quality, it stands as a crucial criterion in the subjective evaluation 

of product quality, as highlighted by Nichols et al. (2010). This chapter explains the 

methodology used to conduct the analysis.  

B. POPULATION AND SAMPLE  

The population includes active-duty United States Marines grades O1 through O7. 

This effectively encompasses service members who inherently serve as RSs under the PES. 

It is also the population of service members who receive a FitRep and are subject to a 

comprehensive boarding process. Enlisted service members ranked E-4 through E-9 also 

receive FitReps but are excluded from the population as they cannot serve as an RS (except 

in special circumstances) and given their distinctive promotion board process which 

considers the merits of service members by MOS category.  

The target sample for this study was limited to officers in grade O1 to O5. General 

Officers in grades O6 and O7 form a minority within the target population and typically 

serve in Command positions. Consequently, they are more likely to serve as an RO and 

thereby were excluded from the targeted sample.  

The survey opened on January 31, 2024, and closed on February 25, 2024. 

Participation was solicited via email to officers fitting the sample demographic. See 

Appendix D for copy of email invitation. The invitation was extended primarily to officers 

enrolled at the Naval Postgraduate School (NPS), with the Marine Corps student body 

totaling 273 students. 

C. DATA COLLECTION 

To rigorously test reliability in a simulated scenario, a randomized control trial 

would have been ideal. This trial would involve multiple groups of officers, at least three, 
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serving as RSs. Participants would be randomly assigned to these groups, each tasked with 

evaluating a minimum of three distinct MROs. These MROs would be stratified based on 

their true RSs profile, with one in the bottom third, another in the middle, and one in the 

top third. Additionally, assignments of MROs to groups would also be randomized. 

Participants would also conduct a second evaluation with randomized assignment of MROs 

to assess consistency of ratings over time. 

This design would facilitate the assessment of both within-group reliability, 

examining consistency of ratings within each group, and between-group reliability, 

evaluating consistency of ratings between different groups. Furthermore, random 

assignment of officers to groups would help mitigate potential biases or preferences.  

FitRep individual attribute ratings, report averages and rating justifications would 

be compared to that of the true RS. By comparing assessments made by the experimental 

groups against the true ratings provided by actual RSs, researchers can directly measure 

the accuracy and reliability of the evaluations. This comparison serves as a benchmark for 

evaluating the effectiveness of the simulated assessments.  

However, conducting a randomized control trial with multiple groups of officers 

would have been logistically challenging in this situation due to constraints such as limited 

timeframe, resources, and access to personnel. Ensuring blinding and preventing biases in 

such a trial would have been immensely difficult within the military context, as officers 

may have pre-existing knowledge or biases about the individuals being evaluated, the 

billet, unit or the evaluation process itself. 

Alternatively, another method for studying test-retest and inter-rater reliability 

could have involved using MBS data from MMRP. This approach would allow for analysis 

of multiple FitRep evaluations from the same RS over time to examine test-retest 

reliability. Similarly, it would enable analysis of FitRep evaluations from multiple RSs on 

multiple MROs with similar characteristics (i.e., rank, billet and unit type) to test inter-

rater reliability. Both methods facilitate the analysis of real-world data and enable the 

necessary direct observation to assess performance more accurately. However, challenges 

arise from the lack of information on PARS ratings adjusted based on comparisons with 
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the RS profile, and the inability to gather qualitative insights from RSs regarding their 

rationale or decision-making process behind the ratings.  

Given these limitations and constraints, we opted for a one-time survey and 

scenario approach, simulating a first-time FitRep evaluation with minimal observation. Our 

data collection involved two primary components: a customized survey and fictional 

FitRep evaluations. 

1. Survey 

Utilizing an online survey for this research offered numerous advantages. First, it 

eliminated a cost for distribution and manhours/training for interviewers: “Online surveys 

are characterized by speed, reach, ease, flexibility, and automation” (Ball, 2019). Qualtrics 

allowed for ease in editing and construction in addition to multiple format export of the 

results. Respondents were able to access the survey from any geographical location with 

internet access and complete it at their own convenience within the given timeframe. The 

advantage for us was efficiency and the assumption that respondents are more likely to 

provide honest and open responses when participating in an online survey bolstering the 

reliability of the collected data.  

There are several drawbacks associated with the use of online surveys for research 

purposes. Among these are incomplete responses, which significantly impacted our sample 

size and the number of usable observations, thereby affecting the generalizability of our 

results. Additionally, limitations include the inability to conduct follow-up questions with 

an interviewer, the potential for sample bias when utilizing virtual platforms for 

distribution, challenges in detecting survey fraud, and the ambiguous nature of anonymity, 

which can both encourage honest responses and facilitate fraudulent behavior (Ball, 2019). 

Although the absence of follow-up questions may limit the depth of understanding 

gained from respondents, we attempted to address this limitation by incorporating open-

ended questions to justify the PARS assessment ratings. Additionally, given the constraints 

of sampling and the inability to employ optimal random sampling techniques such as 

participant selection or recruitment (Ball, 2019), we opted for an alternative approach by 

inviting a predefined population to participate through email outreach. 
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While acknowledging the limitations inherent in surveys, we deemed a survey the 

most appropriate method for this research. An alternative approach, similar to Larger’s 

2017 study, involved quantitative analysis testing reliability by examining MBSs to 

investigate the consistency of evaluation scores among multiple MROs with similar billet 

descriptions. However, this approach was less preferred due to challenges such as 

unidentified or unannotated accomplishments potentially influencing scoring variations, 

the lack of access to RS profiles for determining marking philosophy, and other 

undisclosed factors that might contribute to rating disparities.  

To investigate our research question, we developed a tailored electronic survey 

using Qualtrics. See Appendix C for the survey instrument. The survey consisted of 13 

questions separated into three sections:  

1. Section one included informed consent providing a legal notice and 

advising potential participants of their right to privacy.  

2. Section 2 collected background information from participants including 

rank, primary MOS, completion of evaluation training and number of 

Marines reported on as an RS. 

3. Section three incorporated a practical scenario where participants stepped 

into the role of an Executive Officer and were tasked with completing an 

annual FitRep for a subordinate staff member. Respondents accessed a 

completed MROW and used it to evaluate the MRO’s accomplishments. 

Lastly, participants were asked to provide an overall assessment rating.  

a. Survey Scenario 

In recognition that respondents may not possess a detailed understanding of the 

duties associated with the simulated MRO position and did not have direct observation, we 

crafted the survey scenario to align with a billet that mirrors the potential circumstances of 

the respondents. Command billets, to include Executive Officer positions, are typically 

held by Marine Officers in the O2-O5 grade range, depending on the command level. In 

this capacity, they serve as an RS for multiple MROs from diverse MOSs, which they may 
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not have had prior interaction with and are unaware of the full scope of associated duties. 

In addition, the Executive Officer works in the HQ building and may be geographically 

separated from some of his or MROs, preventing direct observation. The choice for 

respondents to assume this role aims to inject realism into the scenario, mimicking potential 

challenges related to limited observation and lack of prior knowledge of MRO billet 

responsibilities.  

b. Attribute Selection 

We designed section three of the survey to mirror sections D through G of the 

current NAVMC 10835 (Rev. 7–11) FitRep, focusing on eight attributes out of the 14. The 

surveyed attributes included Performance, Courage, Initiative, Setting the Example, 

Communication, PME, Decision-Making Ability, and Judgment. This intentional reduction 

was designed to streamline the survey completion process, allowing participants to offer 

more thoughtful and precise responses while minimizing the risk of survey fatigue. 

Notably, the chosen attributes were ones that can be reasonably inferred from the MROW 

without a strict requirement for direct observation. 

Attributes such as Proficiency, Effectiveness Under Stress, Leading Subordinates, 

Developing Subordinates, and Evaluations were purposefully omitted. The exclusion of 

Proficiency, Effectiveness Under Stress, and Leading Subordinates was motivated by the 

challenges associated with measuring these attributes without direct observation. 

Additionally, Evaluations, which gauges the commitment of the RS to accurate, unbiased, 

and punctual evaluations, was omitted due to its distinctive nature.  

2. MROW  

The MROW utilized in the survey originated from archived FitReps submitted by 

a company-grade officer. The officer, after signing a consent form, submitted two 

completed FitReps via email for the purpose of generating the fictional MROW for the 

survey. The officer received detailed information from us about the research nature through 

email communication and explicitly provided consent for the utilization of the reports to 

create a fictitious evaluation.  
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To ensure anonymity and confidentiality, Section A information underwent 

fictionalization. This effort involved using a generic name to avoid gender indication, 

entering Electronic Data Interchange Personal Identifiers (EDIPI) and unit identifiers as 

sequential numbers to eliminate identification, and describing annual training requirements 

as “reasonable” first-class scores. Height and weight were entered within an ambiguous 

range to prevent gender inference. The unit name was labeled as “Regiment X” to provide 

context to command size and structure without specifying a particular unit. The Date of 

Rank (DOR) positioned the MRO at one year and five months Time-in-Grade (TIG) when 

the report was written, allowing for a six-month observation period for the Executive 

Officer, considering the potential impact of limited observation on respondents’ 

assessments. 

We also manipulated sections B and C of the two FitReps. Selection of billet 

responsibilities and accomplishments was based on their alignment with the overarching 

expectations associated with the MOS and particular billet. Our approach aimed to 

maintain a fair and unbiased assessment by avoiding the inclusion of highly specialized or 

exceptional requirements that might introduce potential recognition or bias in the 

evaluation process ensuring an impartial analysis.  

Additionally, we used ChatGPT to modify the wording within the FitRep, crafting 

achievements that were both fictionalized and realistic. See Figure 1 for final MROW used 

in survey. 
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Figure 1. Completed MROW presented to survey respondents for evaluation 
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D. DATA ANALYSIS   

We conducted our analysis using a combination of R and Excel. The initial focus 

was on understanding respondent demographics through various methods followed by 

statistical reliability and text analysis.  

1. Respondent Demographics  

We employed various methods to derive descriptive statistics that revealed key 

patterns and trends among respondents. Initially, we determined the rank distribution by 

aggregating and categorizing the responses related to participants’ military ranks. This 

approach allowed for a comprehensive overview of the categorized composition of the 

sample. Similar formulation was conducted for MOS category (survey question 3), FitRep 

training level (survey question 4) and for FitRep evaluation experience (survey question 

5). 

2. Quantitative Analysis of PARS Ratings and Averages 

Subsequently, to gauge the overall sentiment of the MRO’s performance, we 

converted the PARS ratings into numerical values for quantitative analysis. The conversion 

facilitated the calculation of a report average for each respondent, providing a consolidated 

measure of their evaluations. Additionally, we treated the overall assessment markings 

(question 15), as factors to explore possible relationships. Visual representations, including 

column, line and cluster charts, were generated to visually convey the overall distribution 

and distribution by specified respondent demographics.  

3. Fleiss’ Kappa 

Reliability is integral to performance assessments, determining the trustworthiness 

of scores in conveying meaningful information (National Research Council, 1991). It 

gauges the consistency and dependability of assessment scores, ensuring stability and 

accuracy (National Research Council, 1991). Consistency implies stable scores with 

minimal variability, and dependability ensures the assessment instrument provides reliable 

information about an individual’s performance. 
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The optimal approach to assessing reliability involves subjecting individuals to 

repeated testing with equivalent measures, aiming for nearly identical scores (National 

Research Council, 1991). A resulting small standard deviation relative to the population or 

potential score range indicates reliability (National Research Council, 1991). In research, 

calculating test reliability involves having two or more raters perform at least one repetition 

of an equivalent test. In cases where two raters assess examinee performance, the 

consistency of raters can be evaluated through intercorrelating their scorings, yielding an 

index known as interrater reliability (National Research Council, 1991). 

In this study we employed the Fleiss’ Kappa statistic as a robust measure of 

reliability. This statistical tool helped us to unravel patterns of consistency among 

evaluators, serving as a means to answer the primary research question centered on 

agreement among raters, thereby indicating the dependability and reliability of the scores 

assigned. 

The Fleiss’ Kappa statistic has strength in its ability to assess inter-rater consensus 

between more than two raters for categorical measurements (Nichols et al., 2010). 

Reliability is assessed by the level agreement as determined by the Kappa coefficient. See 

Figure 2 for coefficient definition.  

Figure 2. Fleiss’ Kappa agreement levels and definitions. Source: 
Sreedhara (2015) 

The Excel data was read into R to assess inter-rater reliability. The subsequent steps 

focused on data transformation wherein the dataset was transposed to arrange raters or 

respondents as rows and PARS ratings as columns. This transposed table was then 
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converted into a numeric version by replacing letter grades with corresponding numeric 

values. 

We computed Fleiss’ Kappa using both the original transposed table and the 

numeric version. This statistical measure provided insights into the inter-rater reliability 

using a categorical measurement, offering a quantifiable assessment of agreement among 

respondents for the evaluated attributes in the survey responses.  

4. Intraclass Correlation Coefficient  

The ICC quantifies the consistency of rankings or measurements over multiple 

observations, indicating how well subjects maintain their relative positions across repeated 

measurements in addition to systematic differences between raters (Liljequist et al., 2019). 

For this study, we used the ICC to accommodate ordinal classifications derived from an 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) model. The ICC is calculated using the mean squares 

derived from the ANOVA model, including mean squared sum of squares between subjects 

(MSB), mean squared sum of squares between raters (MSJ), and mean squared error (MSE) 

(Mitani et al., 2017). Of note, the effectiveness of the ICC may be constrained by individual 

variations within subjects, random errors in measurements, and systematic biases inherent 

in the measurement method (Liljequist et al., 2019).  

The ICC yields a score ranging from 0 to 1, with higher scores signifying increased 

consensus (Liljequist et al., 2019). We employed the two-way random-effects model. The 

model is commonly used in reliability studies to distinguish between variability within and 

between raters and aims to generalize results to raters who share similar characteristics 

with those included in the study (Koo & Li, 2016)  

1. Within Raters (Intra-Observer Variability) measures consistency or the 

extent to which a single rater’s assessment may differ across repeated 

evaluations. 

2. Between Raters (Inter-Observer Variability) measures agreement or the 

degree to which various raters provide different evaluations for an 

identical set of items. 
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The ICC was calculated in R. The same two-way table, classifying the raters and 

the items as the two main factors, generated for the Fleiss’ Kappa test was used to calculate 

the ICC. To assess the proportion of total variability attributable to rater differences, the 

ICC was calculated by partitioning the total variance observed in the data into two 

components: the variability within raters (consistency) and the variability between raters 

(agreement).  

5. Text Analysis 

The process of text analysis was executed to reveal insights beyond the scope of 

traditional quantitative analysis. Recognizing the inherent complexity of qualitative data, 

our approach allowed us to uncover patterns, recurring themes, and underlying connections 

within the text, providing a depth of understanding that goes beyond the confines of 

numerical representation. 

Initially, data was extracted from Qualtrics in an Excel format. Subsequently, the 

Excel sheet was filtered to spotlight columns containing both PARS ratings (survey 

question 6) and accompanying PARS justification comments (survey questions (7–14). To 

ensure a structured approach, the data was organized by attribute and further categorized 

by PARS rating. The review process included carefully examining each comment to 

identify recurring words, phrases, and accomplishments used to justify specific ratings. 

Additionally, the comments were analyzed to identify performance measures and 

personality traits that respondents deemed essential or beneficial for a more accurate 

assessment of each attribute. This systematic and comprehensive methodology was 

employed to derive nuanced insights from the survey responses. 

E. SUMMARY 

This study aimed to investigate the reliability of the USMC FitRep by analyzing 

RS inter-rater reliability. Acknowledging the critical role of inter-rater reliability in 

evaluating product quality, our methodology was designed to analyze the consistency and 

dependability of FitRep assessments. We targeted active-duty United States Marines in 

grades O1 through O5 as our population of interest, excluding enlisted service members 

and higher-ranking officers due to their distinct roles within the evaluation process.  
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Data collection involved the distribution of a tailored electronic survey to officers 

fitting the sample demographic, primarily targeting those enrolled at NPS. The survey 

incorporated a practical scenario where participants evaluated a fictional FitRep for a 

subordinate staff member. Data analysis encompassed quantitative analysis of PARS 

ratings and averages, Fleiss’ Kappa for inter-rater reliability, ICC for consistency, and text 

analysis to uncover qualitative insights. The next chapter presents the findings obtained 

from our data analysis. 
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V. ANALYSIS 

In this chapter, we present an overview of the respondent statistics derived from the 

survey, providing context and insight into the participant demographics. The examination 

of respondent demographics and training backgrounds lay the groundwork for 

understanding their perspectives and insights into the subsequent analysis of inter-rater 

reliability and text analysis. 

A. RESPONDENT DEMOGRAPHICS  

Responses to the survey were received from 76 officers, constituting a 28% 

response rate. The total population of Marine Corps Officers within the NPS student body 

at the time of the survey stood at 273. See Figure 3 for rank dispersion. 

 
Figure 3. Bar chart depicting respondent rank demographic 

The survey included two questions that allowed respondents to enter their four-digit 

MOS and select their MOS category. Refer to Figure 4 for a detailed breakdown of the 
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MOSs represented in the survey respondents, categorized by their respective four-digit 

MOS codes. 

 
Figure 4. Bar chart depicting respondent demographics based on MOS 

category 

Respondents were asked about their most recent training related to the PES, 

whether formal or informal This inquiry sought to address Clemens et al.’s (2012) assertion 

that a lack of report training contributes to disparities in performance evaluations and RS 

ratings. The analysis of training experiences and calculated inter-rater reliability aimed to 

determine whether there is support or opposition to the proposed solution suggested by 

Clemens et al. (2012) and Dunst (2018)—that additional training is necessary to minimize 

unexplained rater variations and potential bias. 

A high level of reliability theoretically may indicate a unanimous understanding of 

PES concepts, attribute definitions, and attributed behavior, suggesting that training may 
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not be the primary issue, as implied by Puffpaff et al.’s (2015) findings, which reported no 

change in rater reliability pre and post training. 

Among the respondents, 29 individuals reported having undergone only entry-level 

training on fitness report evaluations and writing at The Basic School (TBS). In contrast, a 

substantial portion, comprising 32 respondents, indicated that they had received additional 

command-level training beyond the basic curriculum at TBS. Additionally, 14 participants 

acknowledged having undergone some form of informal or formal training distinct from 

what was received at TBS. One person did not provide a response to this question. Refer 

to Figure 5 for a visual representation of the distribution of respondent training levels. 

 
Figure 5. Bar chart depicting respondent demographics based on the highest 

form of training (formal or informal) received on fitness report evaluations 
and writing 

Respondents were asked about the number of individual Marines they had assessed, 

aiming to gauge their experience in conducting performance evaluations and determine if 

they had an RS profile, which requires completing three individual assessments per grade. 

It is important to note that this inquiry pertained to the number of Marines evaluated, not 
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the number of reports written. The results revealed that most respondents had conducted 

more evaluations on enlisted Marines ranked E5 to E7 than any other rank. A sizeable 

proportion (38 out 76 respondents) had assessed senior enlisted Marines ranked E8 to E9, 

and a smaller subset had evaluated company-grade officers, including the rank of the MRO 

in the survey performance evaluation. See Figure 6 for visual distribution of Marines 

written on. 

 
Figure 6. Bar chart depicting distribution of individual Marines assessed by 

respondents, throughout their career. The x-axis represents the number of 
respondents while the y-axis indicates the rank groups of individual 

Marines assessed. 

B. INTER-RATER RELIABILITY 

Our initial analysis of inter-rater agreement and consistency was from a descriptive 

statistical perspective, reviewing the report mean of each respondent and differences 

between respondent demographic categories to identify potential correlations that would 

address the secondary research question regarding relationships between PARS ratings and 

respondent demographics.  

1. Quantitative Analysis of PARS Ratings and Averages 

Of the 76 respondents, 51 completed the FitRep evaluation of the 8 attributes using 

the PARS. Respondent demographics remained relatively diverse in terms of rank. 
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Notably, a majority of respondents were Captains (37), with additional representation from 

various ranks, including Majors and Lieutenant Colonels. All MOS categories were 

represented. Additionally, respondents represented all levels of FitRep training 

backgrounds, with 15 having received entry-level training at TBS, 22 undergoing 

command-level training, and 13 participating in other forms of training. 

It is essential to consider the PARS rating scale, where A is typically reserved for 

adverse material, B meets expectations typically associate with average performance, C-D 

are for consistent quality or exceeding expectations usually found with above average 

reports, E-G are for exemplary performance, and H is not observed or cannot be rated 

without observation. The distribution of scores across attributes suggests that respondents 

believed the MRO’s overall performance ranged from commendable to above average, 

with instances of both average and exemplary competence in specific attributes. The most 

prevalent rating for the MRO was a C, as illustrated in Figure 7, which provides a visual 

distribution of attribute ratings, and Table 6, which presents the numeric count of ratings. 

The MRO did not receive any adverse ratings. However, specific attributes, 

including Performance (54%), Initiative (50%), Setting the Example (45%), and Decision-

making Ability (43%), received a high proportion of D ratings. Additionally, Judgment 

(54%), Courage (45%), Setting the Example (45%), Communication (45%), and PME 

(43%) received a high proportion of C ratings. Performance was the only attribute without 

any H ratings. 

 
Figure 7. Visual illustration of PARS rating for each of the eight evaluated 

attributes 
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Table 6. Numerical depiction of PARS rating for each of the eight evaluated 
attributes 

 PERFORMANCE ATTRIBUTE 
RATING SCALE 

 

ATTRIBUTE A B C D E F G H 
Performance 0 2 18 28 3 0 0 0 
Courage 0 12 25 7 1 0 0 6 
Initiative 0 3 15 25 4 0 0 3 
Setting the Example 0 2 23 23 1 0 0 2 
Communication 0 3 23 20 1 0 0 4 
PME 0 8 22 17 3 0 0 1 
Decision-Making Ability 0 1 21 22 3 0 0 4 
Judgement 0 1 28 16 2 0 0 4 

 

Report averages were computed by assigning numeric values to each rating score, 

where “A” corresponds to 1 and “G” to 7. To maintain consistency and accurately reflect 

the fact that the “H” ratings could not be assessed, these were replaced with “NA,” thus 

excluding them from the average calculation. This approach aligns with the understanding 

that an “H” rating signifies the RS deems the attribute unable to be assessed, and, 

consequently, the MRO does not receive a grade or points for that specific attribute. The 

alternative, not accounting for “H” values in the average, could potentially lead to inflated 

evaluations where the RS, despite rating multiple attributes as “H,” provides a high overall 

grade since only “A” through “G” grades are considered. For instance, if a respondent rates 

seven attributes with an “H” and one attribute with a “C,” the report average would be 3.00, 

as illustrated in Figure 8, depicting the distribution of report averages for all respondents.  
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Figure 8. Bar chart depicting distribution of calculated report averages based 

on respondent PARS ratings 

To discern any potential patterns or significance, we analyzed the averages based 

on training experiences, rank, and MOS category. Among the respondents who completed 

the evaluation, 72% had undergone additional training post TBS. We assessed the inter-

rater reliability of both the TBS entry-level training group and the combined group for 

command-level and other training forms and found agreement to be low among and 

between both groups. Specifically, the Kappa score for TBS was 0.0387, and for other 

training, it was 0.046. Both scores yielded a p-value of 0.143, indicating a lack of statistical 

significance. See Figure 9 for cluster chart of report averages by training experience 

category. 
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Figure 9. Cluster chart depicting distribution of report averages categorized 

by respondent FitRep training level 

In further examining training experiences, we observed slight differences in mean 

scores of each group. Respondents with other training experiences had mean scores 

estimated to be 0.22 points higher than those with command-level training, while 

respondents who underwent TBS entry-level training had mean scores estimated to be 0.21 

points higher than those with command-level training. Additionally, there was a negligible 

difference of 0.01 points favoring other training over TBS entry-level training. It is possible 

but not likely that these observed differences would have a significant impact on the MRO 

such moving them from the number 2 to number 1 position on the RS profile. Despite these 

observed variations and the lack of statistical significance, within the scope of this study, 

differences in training backgrounds do not exert a substantial influence on the performance 

evaluations of Marines. 

Figure 10 visually depicts the distribution of report averages by rank. The box plot 

effectively illustrates the overall range of report averages as indicated by the blue box, their 

central tendency as indicated by the black line, and facilitates comparison of score 

distributions across the various demographic groups analyzed. Lieutenant Colonels 

collectively exhibited the lowest report averages. However, it’s imperative to interpret this 

observation cautiously due to the limited representation of this rank category, which 

comprised the least number of respondents of all ranks. 
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Figure 10. Box plot demonstrating report averages aggregated by rank of 

respondent. Black dots represent outliers. 

The analysis of report averages by MOS category yielded a p-value of 0.0834, 

indicating that there may not be a statistically significant difference in mean ratings across 

different MOS categories at the conventional significance level of 0.05. However, it’s 

worth noting that the result is close to the threshold, suggesting the need for further 

investigation. See Figure 11 report laying out the average organized by MOS category. 
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Figure 11. Boxplot demonstrating report average aggregated by MOS 

category 

It was anticipated that MOS categories such as Aviation and Combat Arms would 

exhibit high variance due to the inherent differences between these communities. Aviators 

and Combat Arms personnel, based on the nature of their billets and locations, may have 

limited interactions with Ground Supply Officers, potentially resulting in a lack of 

familiarity with their roles and responsibilities compared to those within the Combat 

Service Support community, to which Ground Supply Officers belong. We conducted a 

pairwise comparison to identify statistically significance differences between categories. 

The comparison between Combat Service Support and Aviation Command and Control 

indicated that Combat Service Support had a lower average report rating, with a difference 

of -0.188 and a p-value of 0.9998. However, the relatively high p-values, exceeding the 

conventional significance level of 0.05, suggested that the observed differences in average 

report ratings between Combat Service Support and the other MOS categories lack 

statistical significance.  

To test our theory on the variance in Combat Service Support community, given its 

closeness to the Ground Supply MOS, we isolated the category and performed a one sample 

NAVAL POSTGRADUATE SCHOOL  |  MONTEREY, CALIFORNIA  |  WWW.NPS.EDU

_________________________________________________________



61 

t-test to analyze the variance within this category (without reference to an external standard 

or benchmark). See Figure 12 for range of report averages (low 2.125 and high 4.25). The 

one-sample t-test conducted on the report average score ranges within Combat Service 

Support revealed a remarkably small p-value of 1.14×10 −15, indicating a highly 

significant result. Although unexpected, the significant variation could be the result of 

additional scrutiny applied by other Ground Supply Officers versus Financial Managers, 

and Logistics and Manpower officers. 

 
Figure 12. Density graph depicting report average for respondents in the 

Combat Service Support MOS category 

Respondents were asked to provide an overall assessment rating for the MRO’s 

performance based on their RS profile or expectations for a Marine of the of the MRO’s 

rank, selecting from options that included “below average,” “average” and “above 

average.” The mean report average was 3.92 for Above Average, 3.39 for Average, and 

2.82 for Below Average. As expected, the visual representation in Figure 13 reflects a trend 

where below-average assessments have the lowest scores, average assessments fall in the 

middle, and above-average assessments at the top. Notably, there was a surprising range of 
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scores within each assessment category. The range of report averages for the “average” 

assessment group alone spanned from 2.00 to 4.75. 

To measure this variability, standard deviation and score range were calculated. 

The scores varied by 0.5 for above average (sd 0.188), 2.75 for average (sd 0.484), and 

1.12 for below average (sd 0.438), providing insight into the degree of variability within 

each group. 

Additionally, we conducted an ANOVA test. The ANOVA test assessed whether 

there were statistically significant differences in the mean values across the three categories 

for the overall assessment rating. The resulting F value was 7.766, and the associated p-

value (Pr(>F)) was 0.0012. These results indicate that the differences between the means 

are statistically significant. 

Further analysis revealed specific differences between the assessment categories. 

The report mean for the “Average” group is estimated to be 0.5302 points lower than the 

report mean for the “Above Average” group, a statistically significant difference (p = 

0.0292). Similarly, the report mean for the “Below Average” group is estimated to be 

1.0917 points lower than the mean for the “Above Average” group, with a highly 

significant difference (p = 0.0007701). Lastly, the report mean for the “Below Average” 

group is estimated to be 0.5615 points lower than the mean for the “Average” group, also 

statistically significant (p = 0.0338). 
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Figure 13. Cluster chart depicting distribution of report averages categorized 

by the overall assessment category for the MRO’s performance 

The takeaway from the analysis is despite respondents having the same level of 

information, observation, and grading scale, there is a notable variance in scoring which 

suggests that respondents interpret and apply the grading criteria differently, leading to 

diverse evaluations of the MRO’s performance. 

This variance could be influenced by individual biases, differing perspectives on 

what constitutes “Above Average,” “Average,” or “Below Average” performance, and 

variations in personal standards. It emphasizes the subjectivity inherent in performance 

evaluations, even when using a standardized grading scale. This insight is crucial for 

understanding the limitations and potential subjectivity associated with performance 

assessments, prompting organizations to consider additional measures, such as calibration 

sessions or clearer communication of grading criteria, to enhance consistency in 

evaluations. 
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2. Fleiss’ Kappa 

The Fleiss’ kappa statistic and Light’s kappa are valuable tools, especially in 

scenarios where multiple raters evaluate subjects or attributes using categorical scales with 

three or more categories (Mitani et al., 2017). Recognizing the categorical nature of the 

PARs scale, we treated it as a qualitative scale with predefined categories, such as 

‘adverse,’ ‘meets expectations,’ ‘above average,’ and ‘excellent.’ Here, respondents rated 

the MRO based on these qualitative descriptors, rather than providing numerical scores for 

quality of attribute standards.  

We removed all observations containing a “H” rating to better identify agreement 

amongst completed assessments. Upon computing Fleiss’ Kappa, we obtained a value of 

0.0261 with a corresponding p-value of 0.00234. This outcome suggests slight agreement 

among the 44 raters across various attributes. Importantly, the low p-value indicates that 

the observed agreement level is statistically significant, strongly suggesting that it is 

unlikely to have arisen by chance alone. Light’s Kappa, albeit slightly higher at 0.054, also 

highlights the challenge of achieving consensus among raters. 

These findings shed light on significant discrepancies in attribute assessments using 

the PARS rating system. Several factors may contribute to this lack of agreement, including 

differences in how raters interpret attribute descriptions, subjective biases, or 

inconsistencies in applying the rating criteria. Addressing these issues could enhance the 

reliability and validity of the assessment process, ensuring more consistent and accurate 

evaluations of performance. 

3. ICC 

We calculated the ICC to evaluate both the agreement and consistency of average 

scores from an ordinal perspective. In this context, we viewed the PARS utilized for 

attribute assessment as akin to a Likert scale, where ‘B’ corresponds to slight satisfaction 

with the MRO’s performance, and ‘G’ represents extreme satisfaction. This interpretation 

assumes an ordinal nature, with performance being graded along a sliding scale, in contrast 

to the qualitative descriptors used in Fleiss’ Kappa analysis. 
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The ICC for average score agreement yielded a value of 0.824 (95% CI: 0.624 - 

0.955), indicating substantial agreement among raters regarding the assessment of 

attributes. This suggests that raters generally agree on the performance levels of Marine 

MRO based on the given scale, despite subjectivity in interpretation. Similarly, the ICC for 

consistency produced a value of 0.897 (95% CI: 0.761 - 0.975), signifying a high level of 

consistency among raters in their evaluations.  

While the evaluation of performance using the PARS ratings is based on qualitative 

factors, these ratings are transformed into a numerical hierarchy when calculating averages. 

This dual nature of the rating system generated the conflicting results. 

The discrepancy between the results of Fleiss’ and Light’s Kappa versus the ICC 

may indicate that while raters may not fully agree on individual attribute assessments, they 

tend to agree on the overall performance levels of the MRO when only considering average 

scores. Addressing factors such as differences in interpretation, biases, and inconsistencies 

in applying rating criteria could improve the reliability and validity of the assessment 

process, ensuring more consistent and accurate qualitative evaluations of performance. 

C. TEXT ANALYSIS 

Of the 51 respondents that completed the evaluation, 44 completed the justification 

narrative. Analysis revealed insights into the factors influencing the PARS ratings for the 

MRO, reflecting diverse perspectives on performance, attributes, and challenges in an 

evaluation based solely on the MROW.  

Initial analysis was conducted using the R “tm” package to clean and filter the data 

and create a word cloud. This method was abandoned when the final product produced 

appeared convoluted and did not portray tangible or valuable findings. See Figure 14 for 

the Performance justification word cloud. 
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Figure 14. Word cloud image for performance justifications produced using R 

“tm” package 

In examining the first attribute, Performance, it becomes apparent that there was a 

general consensus among respondents regarding the MRO’s execution of duties as defined 

in MCO 1610.7B. Most respondents agreed that the MRO met billet expectations, 

emphasizing accountability and process improvements. However, when delving into the 

distribution of PARS ratings, some interesting patterns emerge: 

1. B Ratings: The majority of respondents rated the MRO as meeting billet 

requirements, with a specific mention of their handling of small-arms 

inventories. This indicates a solid performance in meeting the basic 

expectations of the role. 

2. C Ratings: Some respondents perceived the MRO’s performance as 

average, expressing a desire for more impactful accomplishments. This 

suggests a divergence in expectations between respondents and highlights 

areas where the MRO could potentially improve to meet higher standards. 
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3. D Ratings: A subset of respondents acknowledged the MRO’s successful 

management of funds and equipment but noted limited impact beyond 

expectations. This indicates a recognition of competency in core duties but 

a lack of significant contributions that go above and beyond. 

4. E Ratings: Few respondents attributed proactive process improvements, 

significant budget management, and personnel management to the MRO. 

This suggests exceptional performance, exceeding billet expectations and 

demonstrating initiative and leadership beyond the norm. 

While there was a general consensus on the MRO meeting billet expectations, there 

were variations in the assessment to which the MRO excelled or fell short. This indicates 

the subjective nature of performance evaluation and highlights the importance of clear 

criteria and communication in assessing performance attributes. Additionally, the need for 

more information about the Marine’s daily tasks and performance outside of provided 

accomplishments highlights the challenge of evaluating performance comprehensively 

based solely on written reports. 

In reviewing the assessment of the second attribute, Courage, it’s evident that 

respondents faced challenges in evaluating this trait solely based on written reports. While 

the criteria for courage encompassed physical and moral strength, responsibility, and 

decision-making, respondents struggled to discern extraordinary acts of courage from 

routine tasks or accomplishments. Here’s a breakdown of the distribution of ratings and 

some reflections: 

1. B Ratings: Respondents cited limited information as a barrier to assessing 

courage, highlighting the need for face-to-face interaction to truly gauge 

this attribute. This suggests a consensus among respondents regarding the 

difficulty of evaluating courage solely through written reports. 

2. C Ratings: Some respondents acknowledged moral courage in financial 

management, indicating a recognition of courage in handling fiscal 
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responsibilities. This implies a divergence in perspectives on what 

constitutes courageous behavior within the context of the MRO role. 

3. D Ratings: Recognition of assertive interactions and courage in a staff 

billet suggests that some respondents identified instances of courage 

beyond routine tasks. However, the distribution of these ratings raises 

questions about the consistency of criteria applied across respondents. 

4. H Ratings: The difficulty in assessing courage through the MROW alone 

was a common theme, indicating a consensus among respondents on the 

limitations of written reports in capturing courageous acts. 

Overall, the distribution of ratings underscores the challenges in evaluating courage 

based solely on written reports, with respondents recognizing the limitations of the MROW 

in providing a comprehensive understanding of this attribute. However, there appears to be 

variability in the interpretation of courageous behavior, raising questions about the 

consistency of criteria application and the need for clearer guidelines in assessing this trait. 

The assessment of the third attribute, Initiative, reveals a spectrum of feedback 

ranging from average to above-average observations of initiatives demonstrated by the 

MROs. While respondents generally recognized proactive steps taken by the MROs to 

improve processes, conduct internal inspections, and establish SOPs, there were differing 

opinions on whether these actions constituted routine tasks or extraordinary initiatives. 

Here’s a summary of the rating distributions and some reflections: 

1. B Ratings: Some respondents noted a lack of observative initiative beyond 

routine tasks, indicating a desire for more impactful demonstrations of 

initiative. 

2. C Ratings: Acknowledgment of routine accomplishments was observed, 

with respondents expressing a need for more tangible evidence to assess 

the level of initiative accurately. 
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3. D Ratings: There was a mixed but generally positive perception of 

demonstrated initiative, particularly in tasks such as inventory 

accountability and SOP implementation. However, respondents sought 

more clarity on the distinction between routine and extraordinary 

initiatives. 

4. E Ratings: Respondents highlighted proactive engagement in self-directed 

internal inspections and the development of programs as clear 

demonstrations of initiative. These responses emphasize the need for 

impactful actions that align with the commander’s intent. 

Overall, the responses underscore a desire for MROs to showcase independent 

action that goes beyond routine tasks, with a focus on proactive and impactful initiatives 

that align with organizational goals. 

The fourth attribute, Setting the Example, encompasses how effectively a Marine 

embodies ethical behavior, fitness, appearance, bearing, and self-discipline, serving as a 

role model for others. Physical fitness scores emerged as the primary metric cited by 

respondents to evaluate this attribute. Many acknowledged positive aspects of the MRO’s 

performance, such as consistently achieving first-class PFT/CFT scores, maintaining 

height and weight standards, and attaining expert marksman status. Additionally, 

respondents recognized the MRO’s commitment to duty through engagement in training, 

mentoring, and participation in events like Regional, Culture and Language Familiarization 

(RCLF) or supply symposiums. However, there was a recurring emphasis on the 

significance of personal knowledge and direct observation in accurately assessing whether 

the Marine sets a commendable example for peers and subordinates. Here’s a summary of 

the rating distributions: 

1. B Ratings: Respondents noted insufficient information to justify a higher 

rating, expressing a need for more details on mentoring and training 

activities. 
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2. C Ratings: The MRO met fitness standards and displayed average 

performance, but there was limited evidence of going above and beyond 

expectations. 

3. D Ratings: Ratings in this category relied on metrics like dedication to 

duty, leadership, and engagement in mentorship activities. 

4. E Ratings: The MRO demonstrated solid performance in physical training, 

and actively trained and mentored a squad-sized element, earning high 

praise in this regard. 

These ratings underscore the importance of not only meeting basic requirements 

but also demonstrating proactive engagement and leadership qualities to set a positive 

example for others. 

The fifth attribute was Communication. While the criteria for communication 

encompassed strong listening, speaking, writing, and critical reading skills, respondents 

faced challenges in discerning the effectiveness of communication solely from the provided 

information. Here’s a breakdown of the distribution of ratings and some reflections: 

1. B Ratings: Respondents called for more concrete examples to substantiate 

higher ratings.  

2. C Ratings: Some respondents expressed challenges in assessing 

communication due to limited information, indicating assumptions of 

average communication skills based on the provided data (i.e., diverse 

account management. This suggests a divergence in perspectives on what 

constitutes effective communication within the context of the MRO role. 

3. D Ratings: Recognition of coordinating funds and effective account 

management suggests that some respondents identified instances of 

effective communication demonstrated by the MRO. However, the 

distribution of these ratings raises questions about the consistency of 

criteria application across respondents. 
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4. E Ratings: Emphasis on clear articulation, attention to formatting, and 

grammar within the MROW indicates a recognition of the importance of 

these aspects in effective communication.  

The distribution of ratings suggests varying interpretations of what constitutes 

exemplary communication skills. Respondent identified additional information that would 

have proved helpful in assessing this attribute which included direct observation of verbal 

communication, and examples of written communication, such as emails, letters of 

instruction, point papers, and standard operating procedures. 

In examining the assessment of the sixth attribute, Professional Military Education 

(PME), it’s evident that respondents held varied perspectives on this trait, reflecting 

differing opinions on the significance of additional PME activities. While some 

respondents viewed completion of activities such as RCLF and attendance at supply 

symposiums as indicative of above-average performance, others emphasized the 

importance of enrollment or completion of required PME, particularly Expeditionary 

Warfare School (EWS), in their assessments. Here’s a breakdown of the summary ratings: 

1. B Ratings: Respondents noted the absence of enrollment in EWS but 

recognized completion of other PME activities such as RCLF. This 

suggests a consensus among respondents regarding the importance of 

pursuing additional PME beyond standard requirements. 

2. C Ratings: Some respondents acknowledged the completion of required 

PME but expressed uncertainty regarding EWS enrollment. There were 

expectations for efforts beyond grade-specific requirements, indicating a 

divergence in perspectives on the adequacy of PME efforts. 

3. D Ratings: Recognition of additional PME efforts was noted, although 

there remained uncertainty regarding EWS status. This suggests variability 

in the interpretation of PME requirements and the importance placed on 

specific educational activities. 
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4. E Ratings: Active participation in conferences and completion of RCLF 

were highlighted as evidence of a proactive approach to professional 

development within the MOS. This indicates a recognition of the 

importance of engaging in diverse PME opportunities to enhance 

professional growth. 

Overall, the results underscore the importance of ongoing professional 

development through PME activities beyond standard requirements. While there is 

recognition of various PME efforts, there is also a need for clarity and consistency in 

assessing the fulfillment of PME requirements, particularly regarding enrollment in 

essential programs such as EWS. Additionally, the emphasis on pursuing a range of 

military and civilian educational opportunities reflects a broader understanding of the value 

of continuous learning and intellectual development in the Marine Corps. 

In reviewing the assessment of the seventh attribute, Decision-Making Ability, it’s 

apparent that respondents generally expressed positivity towards this trait, highlighting 

effective problem-solving and balanced judgment. Indications of effective and efficient 

decision-making were said to be demonstrated through successful management of tasks, 

achievement of billet accomplishments, and proactive measures to identify and address 

vulnerabilities. The Marine was perceived to handle responsibilities well, make sound 

decisions, and manage resources effectively within the given billet. Here’s a breakdown of 

the summary ratings: 

1. B through D Ratings: Respondents noted the difficulty in conclusively 

assessing decision-making ability without witnessing firsthand. This 

suggests a consensus among respondents regarding the importance of 

direct observation and the challenges in accurately evaluating decision-

making ability without additional context. 

2. E Ratings: The Marine was perceived to go beyond the scope of the billet 

description, demonstrating proactive measures to identify and address 

vulnerabilities. This indicates a recognition of exceptional decision-

making ability and proactive leadership in managing tasks and challenges. 
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Overall, the results reflect a generally positive sentiment towards the Marine’s 

decision-making ability, with acknowledgments of the challenges in assessing this trait in 

a simulated scenario without direct observation. 

In evaluating the eighth attribute, Judgment, respondents grappled with the 

challenge of assessing this trait without direct observation, leading to an overall sentiment 

marked as “Average.” Here’s a breakdown of the rating justifications: 

1. B Ratings: Respondents noted that accomplishments appeared to be sound 

grounded in logic and fundamental teachings.  

2. C Ratings: Some respondents highlighted the intertwined nature of 

judgment with decision-making ability indicating the difficulty involved in 

assessing judgment solely based on written reports. 

3. D Ratings: Respondents noted that the absence of evidence showing 

superior or inferior judgment further challenged their ability to evaluate 

this trait through written reports alone. 

4. E Ratings: The lack of observable instances of making logical and well-

informed decisions led to lower ratings in this category.  

Overall, the assessments reflect a nuanced understanding of judgment, with 

respondents grappling with the complexities of evaluating this trait solely based on written 

reports. Contextual information such as restraints, constraints, commander’s priorities, and 

interaction or observation of the individual in various scenarios, especially challenging 

situations, to gauge their response and application of judgment were annotated as necessary 

to better evaluate this trait. The emphasis on context and observable instances of decision-

making underscores the challenges and importance of assessing judgment accurately in a 

simulated scenario. 

The analysis of justification narratives revealed a consensus among respondents 

regarding the difficulty of assessing attributes without sufficient contextual knowledge and 

direct observation. Despite all respondents having access to the same information and 

lacking direct observation, there was a notable variation in ratings. While some respondents 
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perceived the MRO’s performance as ‘average’ or ‘expected of an officer,’ PARS ratings 

ranged from B to E. This variance in ratings suggests a nuanced interpretation of 

performance levels, potentially influenced by individual perspectives and critical thinking 

skills employed in the absence of observation.  

Moreover, respondents demonstrated a heightened ability to synthesize 

information, draw meaningful conclusions, and make connections that were not 

immediately apparent. However, it’s essential to consider whether this heightened critical 

thinking reflects the respondents’ real FitRep evaluation practices with their subordinates. 

Further examination of the underlying factors influencing rating variations and critical 

thinking processes would provide deeper insights into the evaluation dynamics. 

D. SUMMARY  

The analysis provided a comprehensive examination of respondent statistics, 

including demographics, and training experiences, in addition to inter-rater reliability, 

providing valuable insights into performance evaluation agreement and consistency. 

Respondent demographics revealed an overrepresentation of officers at the rank of 

Captain, grade (O3), and in MOS categories associated with Combat Service Support roles, 

such as Ground Supply, Financial Management, Manpower, and Logistics. Analysis of 

training experiences aimed to address discrepancies and scoring variations in performance 

evaluations. Our analysis revealed varying levels of training received among respondents, 

with the majority having undergone additional command-level training subsequent to their 

entry-level training at TBS. While some differences in mean scores across different training 

experiences were noted, the differences were not statistically significant.  

Additionally, respondents reported on the number of individual Marines they had 

assessed, indicating a focus on evaluations of enlisted Marines ranked E5 to E7, with fewer 

assessments of senior enlisted Marines and company-grade officers. Most respondents had 

at least established an RS profile for multiple ranks. 

Inter-rater reliability analysis explored the consistency of FitRep evaluations using 

the PARS. While there was general agreement on the distribution of attribute ratings, there 
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was variability in scoring, suggesting differing interpretations of grading criteria among 

respondents.  

Insights from text analysis of justification narratives further underscore the 

challenges in assessing attributes without direct observation and the importance of 

contextual knowledge. Despite consistent information provided to respondents, ratings 

varied, reflecting subjective interpretations and critical thinking skills in evaluation 

processes. 

Overall, the analysis highlights the intricate nature of performance evaluations, 

revealing varying interpretations of grading criteria among respondents. Moreover, it 

emphasizes the need for transparent communication of grading standards, and calibration 

sessions to aid in fostering consistency and minimizing biases in assessments. These 

findings draw attention to the importance of addressing the complexities of performance 

evaluations to ensure fairness and accuracy. 
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VI. CONCLUSION 

A. DISCUSSION 

Our findings suggest low inter-rater reliability amongst multiple raters from diverse 

backgrounds, in their limited evaluation of a single MRO, suggesting that the raters have 

difficulty applying the assessment criteria used in measuring performance consistently. 

This indicates potential issues with the validity and fairness of FitRep evaluations, as they 

may not reflect an absolute or balanced (subjective vs. objective) measure of performance 

and talent. 

The small sample size and underrepresentation of the affected population limit 

generalization of findings. However, if the results were replicated on larger scale, it would 

call into question the FitRep ability to effectively identify and promote talent within the 

organization, by providing an accurate and fair assessment of Marines’ performance. This 

shortcoming could undermine the integrity of the promotion and retention processes within 

the Marine Corps and may support the lack of trust in the system among personnel. The 

Marine Corps should apply additional resources to further investigate this issue and 

develop strategies for addressing the inconsistencies and unexplained variations in scoring. 

The current study builds upon the existing body of research by specifically focusing 

on the reliability of FitRep evaluations providing empirical evidence to support concern 

and challenges within the Marine Corp PES.  

Analysis of respondent FitRep training experience revealed no significant 

difference in the inter-rater reliability between groups, suggesting that additional training 

may not reduce unexplained variations in RS scoring as previously suggested by Dunst 

(2018) and Clemens et al. (2012). This finding, while not entirely aligned with research by 

Pufpaff et al. (2015) due to methodological differences (test-retest reliability), does call 

into questions the true value of providing additional training over modifying the absolute 

measures of the FitRep for enhanced standardization.  

Studies conducted by the CNA and NPS students have raised concerns about 

unexplained score variations based on factors such as race, gender, MOS, and educational 
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background. While our study did not directly support or refute these findings, it aligns with 

previous research that has identified similar issues within the Marine Corps PES. 

A comparison of text analysis and report averages revealed inconsistencies, 

particularly for Marines ranked as average overall, indicating discrepancies between the 

narrative suggesting the MRO is or is not meeting expectations and the assigned overall 

assessment score. These inconsistencies raise concerns about the ability of RSs to 

effectively apply the FitRep to differentiate between Marines of varying performance 

levels accurately. There are two key takeaways from this finding: one is the challenge of 

accurately assessing Marines ranked as average or below average using the PARS and two 

inflating the score of average Marines to make room for those not meeting expectations or 

displaying inconsistent performance. We found that PARS ratings in the average category 

ranged from B to D, indicating inconsistency in evaluating Marines of a similar 

performance level. This difficulty in distinguishing truly average Marines suggests that 

there may be a need to score them higher to allow room for those who are below average 

while not making the report adverse.  

The text analysis revealed multiple attributes rated as “C” or “D” where 

respondents deemed the observable performance “average” or “expected” of an officer in 

that position. This finding suggests that Marines who are not meeting expectations but are 

not necessarily adverse are receiving “B” and “C” ratings which increase the report average 

and conflict with one of the intended purposes of the report which is to help differentiate 

personnel quality for the purpose of promotion, retention, and assignment. 

The RV measure, intended to aid in distinguishing RS scoring trends by 

categorizing reports into thirds, would theoretically help create balance and alleviate the 

issue of inconsistent scoring. However, the effectiveness of RV in achieving this goal was 

called into question by Dr. Baker’s 2024 report. Dr. Baker’s findings demonstrate how this 

measure can be misleading, particularly in distinguishing between Marines ranked in the 

bottom and middle thirds of their RS profiles. 

There is further alignment with Rigaut’s 2017 study on section I and K comments. 

A disconnect between assessment narrative used to highlight performance and the report 
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average are more problematic for special assignments and field grade officer promotion 

boards which are more competitive and have a lower percentage selection rate. Again, here 

is where the RV is helpful to discern between top 10% and the truly “average” Marines on 

the margins. The opportunity to conduct the ideal experiment including repeated 

assessments by the same RSs would have enabled us to better observe the true impact of 

the disconnect by reviewing the word picture for different tier Marines and the overall 

assessment.  

While performance evaluations inherently require a subjective component to assess 

behavior and character against organizational standards, maintaining a reasonable balance 

between objective and subjective aspects is crucial to ensure fairness. The PES Manual 

attribute guidance offers an absolute measure of performance, supporting the objective 

component, while the RS profile provides a relative measure, supporting the subjective 

aspect of the report. Despite this framework, challenges such as low inter-rater reliability, 

an imbalanced connection between narrative and PARS ratings, and the questionable 

effectiveness of the RV in deciphering relative assessments raise concerns about the 

reliability of the information presented to promotion boards. Furthermore, unexplained 

variances in MRO report averages by specific demographics add to the uncertainty 

surrounding the decision-making process. 

B. LIMITATIONS 

While our study offers valuable insights into the FitRep evaluation process, it is 

essential to acknowledge several limitations that may impact the generalizability and 

comprehensiveness of our findings. 

1. Self-Selection Bias 

Respondents were not randomly selected but instead opted to take part in the 

research. The self-selection process led to an overrepresentation of some officer groups 

and a lack of others. Furthermore, the pool of respondents may have only included 

individuals who were more motivated, interested, or have specific perspectives on the 

FitRep process.  
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2. Sample Representatives  

The respondents came from students enrolled at NPS, potentially limiting the 

study’s representativeness to the broader population of interest, which includes individuals 

in operational fleet units. This sample introduces a potential bias, as graduate students may 

differ from those in operational fleet roles limiting the comprehensive examination of 

perspectives and insights. 

More specifically, it’s essential to acknowledge that respondents in this study may 

have been influenced by the academic environment and objectives associated with post-

graduate education, introducing a potential bias that may not align with the experiences 

and perspectives of individuals serving in operational roles. For example, some rating 

justification narratives appeared to use more critical thinking skills than would be applied 

in an authentic RS–MRO relationship with direct observation. Respondents inferred 

assumed performance and behaviors based on the billet, the rank of the MRO and assumed 

relationships without having direct observation or conclusive evidence to support 

assumptions.  

3. Sample Size 

The DOD 2021 Demographics Profile of the Military Community confirms that the 

Marine Corps has 21,701 active-duty officers. The survey sample size constitutes less than 

1% of the target population. Generalizing findings requires a representative sample, and 

the limited size of the survey group restricts the ability to draw conclusions about how 

officers, in general, may agree or disagree with the described attribute ratings and 

correlating behavioral examples.  

4. Lack of Observation 

The absence of direct observation limited the study’s ability to fully capture the 

intricacies of the FitRep evaluation process. Multiple respondents annotated how the lack 

of direct observation prevented them from directly witnessing and analyzing the MRO’s 

performance. Without direct observation, they could not ascertain character, true initiative, 
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non-verbal cues or contextual factors, that could have aided in assessing the MRO’s 

performance against the FitRep attributes.  

C. CONCLUSION  

This study has provided valuable insights into the reliability of Marine Corps 

FitRep evaluations and its implications for promotion and assignment boards. Through a 

comprehensive analysis of inter-rater reliability among RSs, we aimed to address concerns 

surrounding scoring inconsistencies and the subjective nature of FitRep assessments. 

Thorough exploration of existing literature, empirical evidence, and qualitative insights 

have revealed several critical shortcomings within the FitRep system.  

The existing FitRep framework exhibits inherent limitations that suggest 

modifications are needed that may help provide a more fair, unbiased, and comprehensive 

assessment of Marine performance. Concerns surrounding attribute ambiguity, validity 

issues, and subjective interpretation by RSs have consistently been highlighted in both 

academic research and after-action reports. Moreover, disparities in scores based on 

demographic factors such as race, gender, and MOS raise serious questions about the 

system’s equity and objectivity. 

The findings contribute to enhanced comprehension of the challenges and 

limitations inherent to the PES. Despite attempts to establish uniform evaluation criteria 

and foster objectivity, the findings indicate notable disparities in ratings and assessments 

among RSs. This inconsistency prompts inquiries into the reliability and validity of FitRep 

assessments and their ability to accurately discern talent and performance. 

The implications of these findings extend beyond the evaluation to impact 

promotion and retention decisions within the Marine Corps. Inaccurate or biased 

assessments can undermine morale, hinder career progression, and erode trust in the 

evaluation process. Despite efforts to address these concerns, the lack of funding allocated 

for evaluating proposed changes indicates a systemic inertia in addressing the pressing 

need for reform within the PES. This inertia is compounded by a growing lack of faith 

within the ranks, as acknowledged by the 38th Commandant’s Planning Guidance. 
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Previous quantitative analyses (Clemens et al., 2012; Dunst, 2018) have indicated 

a consistency issue with ratings, prompting this study to examine whether the evaluation 

form itself contributes to this problem. The results suggest a low reliability in the 

assessment process. Consequently, it is imperative for the Marine Corps to reassess the 

current evaluation criteria to ensure a more balanced approach between objective and 

subjective elements. This revision could entail refining the attributes being assessed to 

effectively capture both tangible accomplishments and intangible qualities. Moreover, it’s 

essential to establish a fairer ratio between the subjective interpretations of these attributes 

and the objective absolute measure of attributes.  

While the attributes serve as an absolute measure, the trends identified in the text 

analysis highlight a heavy reliance on RS interpretation of demonstrated behaviors, which 

may be influenced by bias and intent. This is further supported by Jobst and Palmer’s 

(2005) survey which found that officers weigh each attribute differently based on their 

MOS. Therefore, it is imperative that alongside revising the evaluation criteria, 

comprehensive training programs are provided to both RSs and ROs. These programs 

should aim to educate them on the intended evaluation process (e.g., attribute clarity, RS 

profile development, effective writing techniques, comparative assessment distributions, 

RV calculations and interpretation, etc.), and strategies to mitigate biases, thus ensuring 

fair assessments across the board. 

Moreover, it may be worthwhile to explore the potential efficacy of implementing 

competitive category evaluations for officers, as suggested by Jobst and Palmer (2005). 

These evaluations would allow RSs to highlight standout performers within specific MOS 

categories, rather than evaluating officers across all MOSs in the same grade. This 

approach could potentially provide a more merit-based approach capitalizing on individual 

strengths and foster a fairer evaluation process overall. In addition, it is better aligned to 

new talent management efforts at HQMC which aim to modify our personnel management 

system by highlighting and rewarding individual talent.  

Furthermore, considering modifications to the PARS to allow for ratings that 

accurately reflect below-average, inconsistent, or subpar performance could enhance the 

evaluation process’s accuracy and fairness. By implementing these changes, the Marine 
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Corps can improve the integrity and effectiveness of its FitRep evaluations, ultimately 

better identifying and developing talent to fulfill its mission objectives. 

Our current manpower system, developed during the industrial era, prioritizes 

quantity over quality, often overlooking individual talent and performance (Berger, 2019). 

To enhance the readiness and effectiveness of our force, it is essential to address the 

challenges outlined in this study through meaningful reforms. Moving forward, the Marine 

Corps must undertake systematic evaluation and reform of the PES. This includes revisiting 

performance assessment criteria, addressing subjective factors, and providing adequate 

training and support for Reporting Seniors (RSs). Additionally, expanding the scope of 

performance evaluation to encompass a broader range of skills and attributes aligned with 

organizational standards of quality is crucial. 

By implementing these reforms, the Marine Corps can strengthen its ability to 

identify, develop, and retain top talent, thus ensuring readiness and effectiveness in 

fulfilling mission objectives. 
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APPENDIX A.  MARINE REPORTED-ON WORKSHEET 
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APPENDIX B.  NAVMC 10835 (REV 7–11) FITNESS REPORT 
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