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In January 2014, a group of ser-
geants and staff noncommissioned 
officers shuffled into a large class-
room at The Basic School (TBS). 

After taking their seats, one of the 
school’s first sergeants strode to the front 
of the classroom, introduced himself, 
and clicked past the title slide. At that 
point, the class transformed into square 
pegs, thus beginning their journeys to 
awkwardly fit into the round hole that 
is the Marine officer.
	 Nearly 300 Marines, with experi-
ence ranging from 8 to more than 16 
years, sat stunned as the first sergeant 
began explaining to the class the very 
basics of what constituted service “A,” 
“B,” and “C” uniforms for a Marine. 
Green blouse, khaki tie, long-sleeved 
khaki shirt, one-eighth of an inch.
	 Suddenly aware of his audience, the 
first sergeant sheepishly began to speed 
through the slides, pausing occasionally 
to deliver the relevant information to 
the Warrant Officer Basic Course stu-
dents. The information had little value, 
but the message was clear.
	 This was hardly the first time that 
these Marines, only days away from 
making the transition from enlisted to 
officer, would be reminded that they 
were an afterthought—both at TBS and 
in the officer corps at large. The Marine 
Corps has consistently ignored restricted 
officer growth, choosing instead to force 
these highly specialized officers into the 
sidecar of unrestricted officer develop-
ment. As the Marine Corps prepares 
for a transition to a more modernized 
approach to personnel, assignments, and 
professional development, it cannot af-
ford to ignore the unique capabilities 
and corresponding needs of its restricted 
officer community.

	 In November 2021, the Comman-
dant of the Marine Corps released Tal-
ent Management.1 Once its goals are 
realized, this watershed document will 
signal a wholesale change in the way 
the Marine Corps conducts its human 
resource management. Outlining a vi-
sion of substantial overhaul to enlisted 
and officer recruiting, retention, assign-
ments, and career progression, Talent 
Management is silent on one key ele-
ment of the Marine Corps population: 
restricted officers.

	 The restricted officer community 
consists of warrant officers in the grades 
of warrant officer through chief warrant 
officer 5 and limited duty officers in the 
grades of captain through lieutenant 
colonel. Aside from their vastly different 
backgrounds, the primary difference 
between restricted and unrestricted of-
ficers is that restricted officers may only 
be assigned to restricted officer billets 
within their respective MOSs.2
	 After their transition and graduation 
from Warrant Officer Basic Course, 

many warrant officers attend a follow-on 
MOS school while some do not. Thus 
ends the Marine Corps’ intentional in-
vestment in the professional develop-
ment of Marines to whom it entrusts 
many critical people and programs. 
While professional military education 
for officers—which includes Expedi-
tionary Warfare School and Command 
and Staff College—offers some value to 
restricted officers, the opportunities for 
personal and professional development 
are few and far between.
	 Unrestricted officers find themselves 
skipping through a meadow of end-
less opportunity: joint billets, foreign 
schools, graduate education, special 
duty assignments, lateral moves, and 
many others. This is made possible be-
cause the unrestricted officer popula-
tion far exceeds the needs of the FMF 
and supporting establishment. It is not 
the intent of this article to advocate for 
restricted officer lateral moves, place-
ment on the drill field, or other similar 
outcomes. However, there is no program 
of any kind that allows restricted officers 
to attend resident graduate-level educa-
tion in their technical specialties or to 
broaden their expertise through a tour 
in a billet related to, but not designated 
for, their primary MOS.
	 First, it is necessary to note that a 
college degree of any kind is not a re-
quirement to become a warrant officer. 
It is, nonetheless, widely known that a 
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degree with a major related to the ap-
plicant’s occupational field will make 
an enlisted Marine more competitive 
for selection. Further, many restricted 
officers do possess undergraduate and 
graduate degrees. By allowing these of-
ficers opportunities to pursue advanced 
education at venues such as Naval Post-
graduate School, the Marine Corps 
would be making a tangible investment 
in their development.
	 While restricted officers can enroll 
in Naval Postgraduate School distance 
learning graduate programs, these pro-
grams require a significant investment 
of time on the part of the officer con-
cerned.3 Conversely, many unrestricted 
officers can simply attend the school and 
complete an advanced degree as a part of 
their career progression. If the Marine 
Corps wants its technical specialists to 
maintain currency and relevance within 
rapidly evolving competencies, it needs 
to commit resources to its lifelong train-
ing and educational development.
	 This could be accomplished with a 
small increase in restricted officer popu-
lations. By creating an excess restricted 
officer structure, these officers would be 
able to conduct a career-broadening or 
education tour. The current manpower 
model is comprised of a one-for-one, va-
cancy-based selection system that offers 
no flexibility in terms of assignments 
outside of a very strict window. While 
it would be foolish to assign an aviation 
maintenance warrant officer as a regi-
mental gunner, opportunities do exist. 
A personnel officer could attend Naval 
Postgraduate School to earn a Master of 
Business Administration degree while 
an intelligence, communications, or 
meteorological and oceanographic re-
stricted officer could rotate through an 
assignment as a space operations officer.
	 The coming changes offer the perfect 
opportunity to address restricted officer 
development. It also gives a chance to 
address another fundamental flaw in the 
existing manpower model: promotion 
inequity. The one-for-one, promote-to-
vacancy model is archaic and does not 
ensure that the top-performing officers 
are promoted and retained. This is at 
loggerheads with the objectives laid out 
for enlisted and unrestricted officers in 
Talent Management.

	 The current restricted officer pro-
motion system is simple and makes 
sense on its face. When an officer re-
tires, that opens a spot for officers of 
junior rank and within the same MOS 
to fill the vacancy. However, given the 
extremely small population of many 
restricted officer communities, the 
outcomes are frequently suboptimal. 
After promotion to CWO2, which is 
noncompetitive, many CWOs are able 
to be promoted one, two, or even three 
more times without any competition on 
the selection board—often immediately 
upon reaching the minimum time in 
grade for advancement. In small fields, 
an enlisted career path that results in 
applying for the warrant officer pro-
gram further along in one’s service can 
mean being completely boxed out of the 
higher ranks by those who have less total 
time in service. Meanwhile talented, 
competitive officers in other MOSs 
are being passed over for promotion or 
stuck waiting for vacancies to open up. 
This applies equally to the LDO ranks.
	 One method to address this ineq-
uity is by implementing a new model, 
similar to unrestricted officers, that cre-
ates universal promotion systems for 
the CWO and LDO populations. By 
doing so, the Marine Corps can ensure 
a steady, equitable promotion flow for 
all restricted officers regardless of the 
community’s population.
	 It is uncommon for one CWO to 
work directly for another, so the spe-
cific rank on the collar of the officer 
assigned to a given billet is not of sig-
nificant consequence in this case. For 
example, if a community were short by 
one CWO5, the senior CWO4 (likely 
the odd officer out) would occupy 
that billet. The lack of CWO5 insig-
nia would not change the experience, 
competence, or professional knowledge 
of the officer concerned. Conversely, an 
overage in another field would merely 
result in a billet being occupied by a 
more senior officer. This is particularly 
effective in the case of CWOs, all of 
whom are company-grade officers and 
all of whom would be able to compete 
for deserved promotions with their peers 
on a steady and predictable timeline. As 
warrant officer and LDO captain ranks 
are filled by accession boards and not 

promotion boards, the overall health of 
each occupational field would not be 
impacted by changes to the promotion 
system.
	 By creating universal competition 
for promotion, the Marine Corps can 
eliminate the situations it currently sees 
wherein restricted officers—because of 
a lack of competition—need only meet 
the fully qualified standard for promo-
tion as opposed to the best-qualified 
standard levied on many of their peers.4 
In the context of promotion selection, 
competition breeds strength. The re-
stricted officer corps would be stronger, 
and the likelihood of retaining many of 
the most deserving officers—who may 
not have had promotion opportunities 
commensurate with their talent—would 
be greater.
	 With two simple changes, the Ma-
rine Corps can remove the restraints 
from the restricted. By investing in 
the most specialized and technically 
proficient officers in its ranks, more 
qualified, educated, and ready leaders 
can be identified, grown, developed, 
and retained. The timing could not be 
better for the Marine Corps to invest 
in its restricted population.
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