Officer Fitness Reports and Selection Boards: 

 Breaking Out of the Pack!
Fitness reports are the way commanding officers communicate with selection boards.  Therefore, it is imperative that an officer’s fitness report accurately reflects his/her performance,  so that the best officers and not just the best records are selected for promotion.  For the sake of this document, “primary duty” refers to the officer’s primary professional role – operational, administrative, scientific, educational, or clinical.  “Collateral duties” refers to everything other than the primary role.  Although following these recommendations does not guarantee promotion, it should make an officer more competitive.  

Aspects of Officer Career Progression:
 
1. Leadership.  Junior officers should focus on learning and being the best possible specialist.  They should  earn the credentials and recognition which document their proficiency.   Senior LCDRs and CDRs should focus on "leadership."  Leadership is not about how many collateral duties or the titles held. It's also not about having to abandon your specialty. Leadership is about demonstrating initiative, broader interests and increased responsibility while still maintaining specialty expertise. For example, an officer may have participated on a department, directorate, command, Navy, or DOD-wide initiative because of his/her specialty expertise, which solved a problem or developed and documented a process that gained wide support.  If  the officer did the work, it should be documented and its impact explained in the fitrep.  The key is to recognize and report unique contributions.  

2.  Performance. Not everyone can be in the early promote (EP) category all the time. Similarly,   there are some communities in which the majority of billets are in a of 1 of 1 ranking category. If an EP breakout from peers cannot occur,  progression to the right (i.e. getting higher scores)  at least in trait average is important to show a selection board that the officer is progressing. If the reporting senior feels comfortable ranking his/her promotables (Ps) and must promotes (MPs), a selection board gains important information on the promotability of the officer. If an officer is repeatedly assigned to 1 of 1 billets, the officer may want to ask the reporting senior for a bullet in his/her fitrep explaining how the officer would compete if in a summary group. 

3.  Diversity of Assignments. A wide diversity of assignments is important for an officer’s career progression. Diversity can be achieved by taking different assignments to include MTF, operational, overseas or other unique assignments. The needs of a specialty may dictate a specific follow-on assignment, as can the need for a specific utilization tour after duty under instruction (DUINS). 

4.  Education. In some communities, having an advanced degree/training is critical for all selection boards beyond the rank of LCDR.  The Navy offers opportunities for every officer to get advanced education and training.  The officer’s detailer and/or Specialty Leader can help strategize the timing for such training and its impact on promotion cycles.

5.  Professional Affiliation. Professional affiliation denotes a commitment to lifelong learning. To be career enhancing, however, an officer should be an active, participating member. 

Writing Fitness Reports:

1. Focus on primary duty and be outstanding. No amount of collateral duties can make up for mediocrity in an officer’s primary duty.  However, collateral duties can help to round out an officer’s overall experience. 

2. Emphasize the 4 Ps - Performance, Participation, Progression and Potential.  It's all about performance; being the best at what an officer’s does;  being involved at different levels; demonstrating increased capability and leadership skills; and showing that the officer has the ability to be a leader in Naval Medicine.  Bullets for senior officers should show far-reaching impact and clearly demonstrate leadership qualities.

3.   Bulletize your statements.  Don't expect or rely on a board member to figure out exactly what the officer did and why it is important.  Tell them! When feasible, start each bullet with a hard-hitting action word, such as completed, initiated, co-authored,  implemented, and developed.  Bullets that start out  "As Chair of the  Committee for Protection of Human Subjects..." or "While serving as a Special Assistant to the Commanding Officer....." or "In her role as Department Head...." quickly lose their impact.  

4. Write “cause and effect” bullets.  Write what  the officer did, what the  positive outcome was, and clearly state what the benefit was to the command, specialty community and Corps, Naval Medicine or the Navy in general.  Do not write a job description.  Well-written comments will likely be adopted verbatim by a busy reporting senior. 
5.  Avoid use of technobabble and scientific jargon.  Selection boards consist of specialists from many fields and backgrounds.  Therefore, the narrative should be written for someone with no background in the specialty.  Few will care what the title of a scientific article is or what journal it was published in.  It is the significance of the article and its impact on the Navy that counts. 
6. Work on input year round.  Officers should keep track of their accomplishments throughout the year, not wait until a few days before fitrep input is due.  Officers should keep electronic and hard copy “Brag Files” and place potential items for fitness report input into these files throughout the year.  Input should be broken down by fitness report block numbers in order to make it easier for the reporting senior.

7. Pay attention to Block 40.  Selection boards look at the recommendations for next assignment. Recommended milestones should be aligned with an officer’s current rank and experience.  For example, a newly promoted LCDR should not be recommended for CO of an MTF, but rather for Department Head, staff, etc. 
8.  Break out and remove doubt.  Fitness reports should paint a clear picture for board members.  A diversity of contributions, along with demonstrated progression in job scope and responsibilities, will help an officer’s record “break out” from the pack.  Each fitrep should build on the previous one, not just be more of the same.  Do NOT repeat the same accomplishments, even major ones, over and over in successive fitreps in a single tour.  Each fitrep should present new or additional material. Remember that the board reads all fitreps at the same time.
9.  Be consistent in writing and ranking.  Throughout the process of writing and ranking fitreps, there should be consistency between the narrative and the rank assigned to the officer.  Board members may be puzzled by high marks and a “vanilla” narrative or a strong narrative with average marks. 
10. Quantify, quantify, quantify.  Look for cost savings, cost avoidance, and other tangibles.  Board members need metrics. Emphasize outcome as well as effort and try to put it into a context that explains its significance.  For example:  “LCDR Smith’s superior management  skills and outstanding creativity directly contributed to the success of the Combined Federal Campaign,” does not carry the impact of the same statement written with quantifiers, “ LCDR Smith organized, trained and supervised over 130 Combined Federal Campaign volunteers, who attained 100% command contact.  Over $170,000 was pledged, which exceeded the command’s goal by 7%.”  
11.  White space in your narrative is not a bad thing. Board members read lots of fitness reports in a short period of time. The layout in Block 41 should be easy to read, pleasing to the eye, and should convey a clear message.  Put the most important contributions at the beginning of the narrative where they will be sure to get attention. 

A Selection Board’s View of an Officer’s Record:

BUPERS Code 801 is responsible for the management of  Selection Boards. Their website, located at www.bupers.navy.mil, contains regularly updated information and guidance for officers preparing for selection boards. 
1. Breakout. The most significant factor in an officer's record is how he/she fares when ranked against competing officers. This is generally the first item briefed and the most influential in determining how board members vote. If an officer failed to break out against his/her peers, explanatory comments are taken into consideration. A CO who has two officers and gives both MPs  makes it impossible for a board to make a distinction between the officers, resulting in the board assuming an average performance by both. The breakout is the strongest tool a reporting senior has to differentiate among his/hers officers.  

2. Averages. Both the reporting senior's average for and his/her cumulative average are extremely influential factors. An officer's breakout history and grading averages are the two criteria that require an "officer-to-officer" comparison. Because of this, they are viewed as the "bottom line" assessment of the officer being reviewed. 

a. Reporting period average. The reporting period average assists the voting members in drawing conclusions on where the officer ranked among peers during a reporting period, especially if the officer was one of several in a promotion category. For instance, if an officer was one of five MPs but received a grade significantly higher than the average, the board would deduce that the officer was probably the highest or one of the highest ranked MPs.

b. Cumulative average. The reporting senior's average is a particularly useful tool when the officer being graded was a 1 of 1.  In this case,  the only comparative measure available to board members is the CO's cumulative average and where the officer being reviewed compares with the senior's historical average.

3. Dead space. Dead space refers to a block(s) left empty to the right of the given mark in the promotion recommendation (i.e. if a reporting senior was reporting on one officer and assigned him/her an MP and left the early promote (EP) block empty). Most boards refer to this as an "air gap" and may view such records in a negative light. Dead space coupled with above average marks result in a loss of credibility of the fitrep.

4. Ranking within promotion categories. When multiple officers fall within the same promotion recommendation category, intra-category ranking provides valuable clarification to the promotion board. If a CO lists six Lieutenants as MPs, narrative in the fitrep may be added that states exactly where in the MP category the officer ranks (i.e., my number 1 MP). This may be used to assist the officers in the upper part of the MP category without mention of those officers in the lower part of the category. There are numerous ways to break out an officer in the narrative, most of which will be briefed to the board.  An officer may be ranked against any set of competitors the reporting senior desires. Some comparisons are more credible than others. A non-comprehensive list includes:

a. Number 1 of all LTs assigned

b. My number 1 MP

c. Number 1 Platoon Commander

d. Number 1 LT in his year group

e. Number 1 LT in the Navy

f. Best LT I have ever worked with

5. Trends.  Improving or declining trends are easy for the board to track using the OSR/PSRs and are a key tool in determining promotion viability. Ideally, an officer will display a progression "from left to right" in both promotion category and grade averages.  If officers are frequently assigned to billets where they are ranked 1 of 1, it is extremely important for them to display an improving trend in trait averages. To be competitive, an officer should not display declining trends in trait grades or breakouts. If an officer displays a declining trend which is not intended by his reporting senior, it should be explained in the fitrep narrative. 

6. Goodbye kisses. A goodbye kiss refers to the fitrep an officer receives upon departure from his/her command. Although the detaching officer will almost always be 1 of 1, in the comment section of the fitrep, the reporting senior could (and should if he/she wants to help the officer) rank him/her against other command members in the narrative (i.e. 1 of 15 of all LTs assigned to this command).  A goodbye kiss of less than an EP with at least a maintenance of  previous fitreps grades will likely be viewed in a negative light. 

7. Last reporting period before the board. The latest fitrep before any board is generally the most important fitrep in an officer's record. The question repeatedly asked is "What has he/she done lately?" The latest fitrep answers not only that question but also describes an officer's performance at his/her most senior level and provides a last opportunity to display an improving trend. 

8. Hard/overseas/remote tours. Where an officer has been stationed makes a difference to a board. While continuous presence in one location is not necessarily viewed negatively, (assuming the officer did a good job and demonstrated an improving trend) an officer's willingness to take hard, overseas, and remote assignments is considered a demonstration of dedication to the Navy and ability to operate in demanding, forward environments. Real-world and operational experience carries a lot of weight with any board and should be emphasized in the fitrep comments.

9. Length of reporting period. All fitreps are not equal. If a fitrep covered only a few months,  it will not carry the weight of a fitrep which covers a more extensive period.  A  newly-reported officer may not break out of the pack and a new commanding officer may reset the command fitrep standard. Selection boards recognize these factors  when weighing the merits of such reports. Conversely, a newly-reported officer who immediately broke out is viewed extremely positively (i.e. he's "hitting the deck running.")  

10. Consistency between the narrative and ranking. Most boards spend a great deal of time trying to interpret a reporting senior's comments and desired intention for the promotion of the officer.  Ambiguous or contradictory comments may result in an unintended promotion outcome. 
11. Fiche 5 and other significant life events. An officer may recover from a serious problem (i.e., DUI, failed PRTs, terrible fitreps, etc.) if subsequent fitreps are extremely strong. Recovery from serious shortcomings is easier with the passage of time and is more excusable the more junior the officer.
 
