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Abstract 

 

The military has an important role in peace and development work. Having skilled, 

experienced and knowledgeable personnel on peace-promoting missions abroad is crucial to 

ensure the missions success. A consequence of attrition is that military organizations lose 

valuable skills, experiences and qualities of service members. Preventing attrition is essential 

to maintain readiness, morale and knowledge. It also has a positive impact on peacekeeping 

missions, humanitarian relief and interactions with civil society. Current research on attrition 

has focused on early attrition; separation that occurs before a full term of service. It has 

focused on pre-enlistment factors of individuals that would make them less suitable to remain 

in the military. Current research has looked at attrition among all branches of the United 

States military. The focus of this thesis is to identify the main reasons for attrition among 

enlisted United States Marines. Focus is on the effect dissatisfaction of service and civilian 

opportunities has on attrition. It will also identify areas in need of improvement to prevent 

attrition. This research is a qualitative field study taken with an abductive approach. The main 

method of data collection was in-depth semi-structured interviews with active and retired U.S 

Marines, on site in North Carolina. The theory used to analyze the results is the Rational 

Choice-Theory, an individualistic theory that focus on individual’s actions and the values and 

beliefs shaping the action. Dissatisfaction because of bad leadership, military structures, long 

days of work and lack of motivation affected attrition. Civilian opportunities such as college 

and spending more time with family also played a part in the decision-making regarding 

reenlistment. Among the Marines, dissatisfaction arising from long-term issues was the factor 

that affected attrition the most. Civilian opportunities were in some cases the last pull needed 

to leave service. The findings can assist in making changes that will have a positive effect on 

the Marines. It can encourage Marines to pursue a longer military career, and hence keep 

valuable skills and experiences. These Marines can then continue to do important work 

within the peace and development field.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 The Military’s Effect on Missions Abroad, U.S Military and Attrition 

The military’s purpose is to defend state sovereignty and protect the nation state from outside 

threats. Many military forces also participate in peace enforcing missions and international 

interventions to uphold peace and promote development and prosperity. In addition, many 

military organizations cooperate with other countries through alliances such as the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). NATO is a political and military alliance with the 

main objective to promote democracy and cooperation on issues related to security and 

defense to prevent conflict and assure peace (NATO, 2018). The military plays an important 

part in peace enforcing missions and international interventions. The military can uphold 

peace and promote development and stabilization.  

 

Having a skilled and experienced military on missions abroad is crucial to benefit 

peacebuilding and enable important work and good cooperation. If personnel leave early on 

in their military career, important skills and experiences is lost. It is important to keep the 

valuable experience within the military in order to succeed in peacebuilding missions. When 

personnel leave (military attrition), experience and skills leave with them. By researching 

attrition and understanding underlying factors, one can make changes to prevent it and hence 

keep important skills in the military. Attrition is a problem because individuals that could 

continue to do important work abroad within peace and development leaves the military, 

affecting peacebuilding mission’s potential success.  

 

Many military forces participate and contribute to peace and development efforts. This thesis 

will focus on a country that has been involved in peace and development work for decades 

and has the possibility and means available to continue to promote peace and development 

across the world. The United States has been present in many missions and conflicts around 

the world, and this thesis will focus on the United States Marine Corps’ (USMC) enlisted 

personnel, to identify attrition factors and how to prevent it. In the long-term that can benefit 

continued peace and development work that the USMC conducts. The result can also apply to 

other branches in the U.S and around the world, to create change and better policies for them. 
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The United States is part of both the NATO and the United Nations (UN) and has the largest 

defense budget in the world (PGP foundation, 2017) showing the importance of the military 

for the country. In addition, the United States is a permanent member of the UN security 

council with the power to affect decisions regarding military interventions and missions, both 

through voting’s and veto.  

  

The U.S has been involved in many peace enforcement missions and international 

interventions since World War II. There are different reasons for international interventions, 

among them; peace enforcement, peacekeeping, support and promotion of democracy, 

nation-building, and supporting of reforms (Von Hippel, 2000).  Right after WWII, U.S 

assisted Germany and Japan to rebuild their nations. The level of success of these missions 

and the societal transformation experienced has not been achieved ever again. During the 

Cold War, the U.S main wish was to maintain the status quo, and not intervene in conflicts to 

alter them (Dubbins et al., 2003). Post-Cold War, being the only superpower, there was a 

possibility to intervene and resolve conflicts. This in combination with an increase in 

domestic conflicts, made the U.S involved in many interventions during the 1990’s (Von 

Hippel, 2000). The U.S was an interventionist country, involved in ceasefires with the wish to 

transform societies. The U.S were involved in peace enforcement and international 

interventions with the UN in Somalia and Haiti, and NATO in Bosnia and Kosovo.  

 

Additional missions conducted during the 1990’s was; Operation Provide Comfort that 

assisted Kurdish Refugees in Northern Iraq to resettle (Seiple, 1996). Operation Sea Angel 

that provided relief in Bangladesh after a natural disaster, and Operation Support Hope that 

provided emergency relief in the aftermath of the genocide in Rwanda 1994 (Seiple, 1996).  

 

Missions carried out were not all successful. The mission to Somalia was a failure and the 

troops withdrew quickly. That failure made both the U.S military and the UN reassess their 

role and how to do reconstruction work in countries. This made them improve conflict 

prevention measures and increase the knowledge on how to conduct a military intervention in 

combination with nation-rebuilding (Von Hippel, 2000). More recently, as a response to the 

9/11 attacks, the U.S military has been present in the Horn of Africa and the Middle East. 

Part of anti-terror activities, U.S military personnel were stationed in Djibouti, Kenya and 

Ethiopia (Ploch, 2010). The invasion of Iraq in 2003, a part of the global war on terror 
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resulted in 135.000 troops in Iraq 2004, and 160.000 troops in 2005 (Ploch, 2010).  U.S 

military has also trained African peacekeepers and supported anti-piracy missions in East 

Africa (Ploch, 2010). 

 

 The U.S troops providing aid, relief, peace enforcement and peacekeeping consists of 

individual soldiers, both enlisted and commissioned. Both the command as well as the soldier 

obeying orders shape and influence the consequences and the outcomes of military 

interventions. These individuals have and will continue to affect military missions and 

conflicts abroad. Because of this impact, it is of great importance that the soldiers taking part 

in peace enforcement missions and international interventions abroad are skilled, 

knowledgeable and fit for deployment. Experience and training is essential for effectiveness 

of the mission. Seiple (1996) stressed the importance of military/NGO cooperation to conduct 

humanitarian missions. The military with its infrastructure and logistics play a vital part in 

assisting NGOs, providing relief until the efforts can become completely civilian. 

  

Military organizations lose competence, experience and skills that could have been further 

utilized for years to come, when soldiers leave service for a civilian life. The loss of this 

experience can have a negative impact on peace-supporting efforts abroad.  

To prevent attrition and keep valuable skills that can promote peacebuilding and 

peacekeeping, it is important to research attrition.   

 

The U.S Department of Defense (DOD) definition on attrition rate is; ‘‘A factor, normally 

expressed as a percentage, reflecting the degree of losses of personnel or material due to 

various causes within a specified period of time’’ (Military Factory, 2018). The focus of this 

thesis is attrition in the context of personnel loss. Attrition is not necessarily a problem. It is a 

natural part of military service, and having some individuals leave might even be a relief to a 

military organization. They may have been a burden or did not provide anything of 

importance. But many that leave are competent service members with vital skills and 

experiences that could have been utilized further to favour the military organization. 

Retention (opposite of attrition) is important to keep skills and experience within the military 

organization (RAND, 2018). Retention also preserves morale and keeps the unit readiness 

(RAND, 2018). In addition, keeping skilled military personnel reduces the need of training 

replacement personnel in important skills.  
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The purpose of this thesis was to identify the main reasons for attrition among U.S enlisted 

Marines. Earlier literature has identified job dissatisfaction1 and civilian opportunities as 

reasons for early attrition among all U.S military branches (GAO, 1998(1)). It has not looked 

at full-term attrition and has not focused on only one branch of the U.S military.  

 

United States Marines are special. They are dedicated, proud and few. They join the Marine 

Corps because they want to have a purpose, be part of something bigger than themselves, and 

promote security and safety. Marines earn the right to be called Marines, and not everyone 

has what it takes to become one. Marines are dedicated and have a mentality focusing to be 

the best and do the most with the smallest means. If Marines with their dedication and special 

mindset leave after one term, then the experience, skill and capability they have is lost and 

cannot be further utilized.  

This thesis will identify job dissatisfaction in detail and compare what has the most effect on 

attrition; negative military experience or civilian opportunities. This will assist in 

understanding Marines’ thought-process and what measures that could be taken to prevent 

attrition.  

 

A military organization’s backbone is the individuals, in this case Marines, with their skills, 

experiences and characteristics. But for many, their military career is short-lived, with 67 

percent of Marines only doing one four-year term and not reenlisting for a second term (Seck, 

2015). This can be both willingly and forced (with the USMC not offering to extend their 

military contract) but many skilled and competent Marines leave the Corps for a civilian life, 

making the Corps lose personnel they would have benefitted from staying.  

1.2 Attrition: A Literature Review and Research Problem  

The author presents the previous research, how attrition has been studied and with what 

results.  

 

Previous research (Buddin 1984, GAO 1997, GAO 1998(1), GAO 1998(2), Antel et al. 1987, 

Hosek et al. 1989) has focused on early attrition among all U.S military branches. Early 

attrition occurs when military personnel does not complete the full term they signed up for. 

For example, personnel that leaves after 6 or 36 months of enlistment. In research by R. 

                                                
1 a feeling of unhappiness or disapproval  
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Buddin (1984) aimed to understand early attrition by looking at factors like job match and 

satisfaction, employment status, age, socioeconomic factors, and civilian alternatives. The 

focus was on factors that influence attrition rates the first 6 months of service in the U.S 

Army, Navy, Air Force and Marine Corps.  

Buddin stated that if the individual thinks it will be hard to find a job, with a fear of a low 

wage and has limited human capital, civilian alternatives are not as pleasing, and makes 

separation from the military less likely (Buddin, 1984).  

 

The three reports published by the U.S general accounting office, (GAO) are in many ways 

similar. The report from 1998(1) examined early attrition occurring after at least 6 months of 

service. No one in this research completed a full term as set out in their contract. According 

to the report, first-term attrition is a complex issue and has been a problem for a long time 

(GAO, 1998(1)). 

 

 A consequence of early attrition is not receiving a full return on the recruiting and training 

investment made by the DOD. In 1998, $35000 were in average spent on each recruit (GAO, 

1998(1)). The report emphasized the importance of decreasing attrition, but the military 

branches had not done much to assure it. Decreasing attrition would lead to a reduced need of 

recruiting and training new people. The report explained the importance of better policies to 

ensure more people stay enlisted longer. It is also important to identify the quality of life (or 

lack of) reasons on a more detailed level. High first-term attrition meant a reduced return on 

recruiting and training investment made by the DOD, and million-dollar losses (GAO, 

1998(1)).  

 

The GAO report from 1997 examined attrition within the first 6 months of enlistment. It 

aimed to address how much the DOD can save, the adequacy of current data, and the main 

reasons for separation (GAO, 1997). During the first 6 months of military service, the 

personnel are usually still in training. Training consists of basic training followed with initial 

skill training (where the individual learns a specific job task, in Marines case a Military 

Occupational Specialty (MOS)). Many of the individuals separates as early as in basic 

training (GAO, 1997). The report states that the separation codes listed in the release papers, 

only provides the official reason, and not necessarily the real reason for an individual to leave 

(GAO, 1997). The report showed that the screening during recruitment is not good enough, 

and that recruits are not physically prepared nor has enough motivation. By reducing attrition, 
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the DOD could also reduce the costly recruitment and training infrastructure. If fewer leave, 

then fewer new recruits needs to be trained.  

 

The third report from GAO focused on the need to improve recruiting systems to decrease 

attrition. The report identified a steady attrition rate among enlisted personnel, despite an 

increase in quality of recruits (GAO, 1998(2)). Research found that the recruits that separated 

within 6 months had an investment cost of $390 million (GAO, 1998(2)). The report states 

that it is not easy to reduce attrition, but one step is to improve the recruiting systems. 

Common problems were that many were not trained or experienced in recruiting, they did not 

adequately screen for medical issues, and the USMC was the only branch to require a 

physical fitness test prior to basic training (GAO, 1998(2)). Suggestions to improve recruiting 

was; emphasize recruiter’s role in reducing attrition, better screening for medical issues, 

require physical fitness test before basic training, and more experienced/trained recruiters 

(GAO, 1998(2)). 

 

 An additional two reports on the topic were written by the same authors with two years apart 

in the late 1980’s. Both reports were published under the National Defense Research 

Institute. Antel et al. (1987) report looked at civilian opportunities and the impact that has on 

attrition. Civilian life opportunities include college education and civilian employment 

stability (Antel et al., 1987). The report used attrition rates from 1979, clearly outdated and 

not representable for today. The report stated that enlisted individuals decide if the job value 

is greater in the military or the civilian life, and that the individual wants to maximize utility 

(Antel et al., 1987). The focus is on High School seniors and graduates and identifies those 

with 6 and 35-months attrition. The authors also identified job dissatisfaction and 

disappointment of military service without stating what caused the dissatisfaction and 

disappointment.  

In addition, the 1987 report wished to identify what kind of people are more likely to leave 

service early, and if there is a correlation between pre-enlistment factors and reasons for 

attrition.  

The Hosek et al. (1989) report stressed the importance of understanding attrition so that it can 

be prevented, and one can have better control over the group. Identifying reasons for attrition 

could help to implement policies and structures to prevent people from leaving military 

service. In addition, the 1989 report also talks about the effect higher education and stable 

civilian job opportunities has on the enlisted (Hosek et al., 1989).  
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According to the Marine Corps Times, surveys was sent out to Marines by manpower staff a 

couple of years ago with the objective to identify factors that negatively affects reenlistment. 

A result of these surveys was not to be found. This shows an interest from the USMC to 

identify factors of attrition (Sanborn, 2015). Current research seems to use reliable, relevant 

sources and first-hand information through surveys and interviews with service members.  

 

In conclusion, the previous literature on attrition all focused on early attrition (military 

personnel leaving before finishing one full term) among all branches of the U.S military.  

Buddin (1984) GAO (1998(1)) and Antel et al. (1987) all looked at the correlation between 

pre-enlistment factors and attrition. GAO (1998(1)) and GAO (1997) researched attrition 

from a financial perspective, with the wish to identify attrition factors to save money. Both 

reports along with Hosek et al. (1989) stressed the importance of preventing attrition to 

reduce the need to train new recruits. GAO (1997) and GAO (1998(2)) also focus on the 

importance of an adequate pre-screening, to prevent unsuitable recruits from joining the 

military. This would in turn reduce early attrition. Buddin (1984) emphasized the importance 

of determining the issue of (lack of) quality of life to better understand the individuals that 

left. Buddin also identified that deployment can have both a positive and negative impact on 

attrition. In addition, positive leadership made people stay in the military. Antel et al. (1987) 

stated that the individual compares the military job with the civilian opportunities available 

and chose the one with the most preferable outcome.  

 

The main early attrition factors found in these reports were; no High School Diploma and 

unemployment when enlisting, higher age, dissatisfaction with job match and higher level of 

civilian opportunities available to the individual. Common attrition factors among men were; 

medical problems, drug use, performance issues and misconduct. Among women, common 

reasons were pregnancy, medical problems, misconduct, performance issues and parenthood. 

It was more common in the USMC to leave due to drug use and medical issues than the other 

branches. Some perceived civilian opportunities as better than the military benefits and left 

because of this. Some left due to physical unfitness and lack of motivation. In addition, the 

wish to go to college and the possibility of a civilian job made people leave military service.  

 

The literature presented did not look at attrition that occurred after one or two terms of 

service. It also did not focus in-depth on only one branch of the U.S military. Several of the 

reports looked at the effect pre-enlistment had on attrition and how individual’s weaknesses 
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and issues such as drug use and medical problems made them separate from the military. 

They did not identify how the military organization affected the individual negatively. The 

reports presented common factors of attrition, not the one that was most common. In 

addition, the current literature is outdated and would benefit from being updated to better 

reflect today's issues.  

 

This thesis did not examine early attrition, it instead focused on attrition that occured after 

one or two full terms. The wish was to take the general explanations identified in previous 

literature and present it on a detailed level, clearly highlighting the individual’s thought 

process and detailed reason to leave service. In addition, the author focused only on the 

USMC, and not on all the U.S military branches. This research did not take into consideration 

pre-enlistment factors to leave, it instead focused solely on the factors that arose during 

military service. Previous literature showed how personal qualities and weaknesses affected 

attrition, not how the organization affected attrition. In this thesis, drug use, misconduct, 

medical issues etc. was not relevant cause it does not apply to the interviewees. This thesis 

was more about the potential issues within the USMC, rather than the issues of individuals.  

 

The interviewed Marines in this research were all suitable for a full term of service, and all 

but one could/could have stayed for an additional term if they wanted to. This research 

provided an up-to-date detailed research on attrition, focusing on one branch, the USMC, and 

the thought process on attrition among 15 Marines.   

1.3 Research Objective and Research Questions 

The objective was to provide detailed knowledge on the previous general explanation of job 

dissatisfaction as a reason to not reenlist. By doing this, military organizations can better 

understand individuals’ reason for attrition and improve policies and structures to keep 

valuable Marines for another term. The author compared the factor of dissatisfaction with 

civilian opportunities, to identify what had the most effect on attrition. Other potential factors 

were also determined. Researchers are interested in military attrition to develop better 

policies and improve the military experience. Doing in-depth research to identify the main 

reasons of attrition can provide some explanations and contribute to the current debate on 

attrition. The thesis also pinpointed some organizational issues that could be beneficial to 

improve to make military service more attractive to pursue for more than one term.  
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The Research Questions that was answered in this research are:  

 

● What type of events led to dissatisfaction among Marines?  

● What are the push and pull factors behind attrition in the US Marine Corps? 

 

1.4 Relevance  

Even though the U.S Marine Corps is willingly decreasing in size (Seck, 2015) it is important 

that the ones that do stay are competent and skilled and can continue to do important work 

within the peace and development field. The USMC should find interest in gaining 

knowledge on what affects a Marine’s likelihood of reenlistment. When fewer Marines do 

stay, it is crucial that they are the most competent and valued Marines. Arguably, it should be 

in the interest of the armed forces in any country to not lose competent service members 

because of reasons that could have been prevented. 

By identifying the job dissatisfaction and comparing it to civilian opportunities, one can 

better understand the thought-process surrounding attrition and possibly prevent it. By better 

understanding the dissatisfaction in detail, the USMC could act to improve the situation for 

thousands of Marines, possibly affecting many to stay and continue to do important work in 

the Corps instead of becoming a civilian.  

 

It is important to keep skilled and trained personnel within the military that understands peace 

work so peacebuilding and peacekeeping can be benefitted. By researching attrition and 

knowing how to prevent it, the military can keep trained personnel that continues to do great 

peace and development work. The military has an important role in the peace and 

development field, and that should be utilized and seen to in the most optimal way.  

 

The preserved skills and experiences within the Corps can positively affect peace 

enforcement missions, development work and disaster relief Marines conduct abroad. 

Marines with previous experience of international cooperation (both with allies, civil society 

and NGOs), better understanding of cultures, and knowledge of deployment structure and 

routines are better equipped and prepared for another deployment and hence continued peace 

and development work.  
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These Marines do not have to be taught from the start, they can instead assist and educate 

other less experienced peers. Some Marines interviewed in this thesis had been deployed 

several times, and they used their previous experiences to do better work on their next 

deployment. The experienced Marines were more knowledgeable, confident and secure in 

their roles abroad. This is something the researcher believe is of major importance to future 

peace enforcement work and military interventions abroad. If Marines are ‘‘always 

deployable’’, the ones that gets deployed should have the experience and skill to do the best 

work possible for stabilization and security abroad. The interviews will confirm the 

importance of skilled and experienced Marines that teach their peers their skills, profession 

and mind-set, something that is crucial on missions abroad.  

 

The researcher’s wish was to provide research that can bring upon improvement and positive 

change. According to Sackett and Mavor (2003) it is important that service members reenlist 

to maintain the correct size of the force and keep experience and skills in the force. They also 

emphasize the importance of understanding why people voluntarily decide to quit so policies 

and practices related to it can be improved (Sackett and Mavor, 2003). 

The research could contribute to an understanding of what could be done to improve the 

military organization and the structure, to better comply to individual service members’ 

wants and needs. It was important to complement current research that provides general 

explanations with more in-depth information which highlights certain negative events and job 

dissatisfaction on an individual level. 

1.5 Method and Theoretical Framework 

This research was conducted as a field study, where the researcher is not confined to a desk, 

and instead goes to the site relevant for the research topic (Salkind, 2015). The site was in 

North Carolina, United States; both on base at Camp Lejeune and off-base in Wilmington. 

Data was collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with active and recently 

retired Marines. The method was chosen due to lack of data on the selected topic of Marines, 

and a field study with interviews was the most suitable way to collect data and get specific 

detailed knowledge on this group and their experiences.  

 

The theoretical framework that has been used is the Rational Choice-Theory (RCT). In the 

RCT, the focus is on the actor. The main principle is that the actor is rational regarding 
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his/her wants and that affects the decisions the individual makes (Ritzer, 2009). The view is 

that the actor has preferences and acts in a way that aligns with the preferences he/she has to 

receive the most optimal outcome (Ritzer, 2009).  

 

There were some boundaries and limits to the research. The author presented general 

questions to the Marines and let their answers define the research topic. The author developed 

the basis of the research based on the interviewees’ answers, instead of first developing a 

research basis and then adjusting the interviews to that. This caused some limits since the 

research could only be conducted within the scope of the data collected. 

 

1.6 Structure of Research 

Chapter two presents the theoretical framework that was used to better understand the 

findings and analyze the result. The theory was used as a supportive tool to put the findings 

into context. Chapter three presents the methodological framework, the methods and 

methodology, along with limitations and delimitations of the research. Chapter three also 

includes the ethical considerations, that are of special importance when conducting a field 

study. 

 

Chapter four presents the findings from the interviews, that were the main tool to collect data. 

Chapter five will provide the analysis of the findings and discuss how it fits into the larger 

topic and the current debate. In addition, chapter five will discuss how the findings helped to 

understand the thought process behind potential reenlistment. The theory used and its 

helpfulness in the matter will also be discussed. Chapter six is the concluding chapter, which 

will highlight the result and put it in a larger context. Possible recommendations for the future 

are presented here.  
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2.  Theoretical Framework 

 

This chapter presents the theoretical framework that was used to analyze the results.   

 

The theory used to analyze the findings is the Rational Choice-Theory (RCT).  

Rationality is: ‘‘the quality of being based on clear thought and reason, or of making 

decisions based on clear thought and reason’’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2018).  

Originally an economic model, the theory has spread and been used in several different areas, 

like sociology, psychology and criminology (Ritzer, 2009). The basic idea of the Rational 

Choice-Theory is that the actor ‘‘is goal-oriented towards a purpose, and the purpose (and 

the action) is shaped by values and preferences’’ (Ritzer, 2009; 361) (quote translated from 

Swedish by author). 

2.1 An Individualistic Theory   

The RCT is an individualistic theory that focus on the individuals’ actions. The individual is 

motivated by his preferences and acts rationally to achieve the greatest satisfaction. The 

theory believes that an individual calculates costs and benefits before making a decision 

(Scott, 2000). It is viewed that individuals act according to their self-interest and their selfish 

goals. One of the main principles is that individuals pursue their goals efficiently and 

rationally (Green & Fox, 2007). The theory believes actions are affected and constrained by 

resources such as; time, information, approval and prestige (Scott, 2000).  

 

Based on the information available, the actor makes the choice that will have the most 

benefits. Even though the individual cannot foresee the consequences or benefits of his 

actions, he must anticipate the outcome of different choices and choose the one he assumes 

will be most beneficial. The RCT believes that individual actions are primary, and social 

phenomena such as norms or structure will not affect the individual (Scott, 2000). Social 

phenomena can instead be explained as a result of individual actions. The theory’s view is 

that social institutions and structures are a result of an individual’s action and interaction with 

others (Scott, 2000). The theory assumes that actors possess the cognitive capacities to make 

rational decisions. It also assumes that actors have goals they wish to pursue (Green & Fox, 

2007). The RCT believes that actions are solely rational and calculated. It says that every 

action is rational, even though it might seem to be non-rational (Scott, 2000).  

 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/quality
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/based
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/clear
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/thought
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/reason
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/decision
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/based
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/clear
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/thought
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/reason
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The focus of the theory is the purpose and intentions of the actor, and the intention of 

maximizing one’s advantages (Ritzer, 2009). The theory identifies two main limitations that 

affects the actor’s decision-making. The first limitation is lack of resources. According to the 

theory, access to resources affects how someone will behave. If the actor has access to large 

amounts of resources, it is easier to make decision according to preferences. On the contrary, 

lack of access to resources will make it harder for the individual to pursue new things and 

make changes in his or her life (Ritzer, 2009). 

The understanding is that the actor will not pursue a goal if he is lacking in resources, due to 

the risk of losing resources and the negative consequences that would bring (Ritzer, 2009). 

The second limitation to an actor is the social institutions around him, like the church, family, 

friends and workplace (Ritzer, 2009). Depending on what the actor wants to do, the social 

institutions he is a part of can affect him in both positive and negative ways (Ritzer, 2009). 

This statement by Ritzer is contrary to Scott, that says social phenomena does not affect the 

individual.  

 

In addition to the two limitations previously mentioned, information plays a big part in the 

actor’s choice. The actor has access to different amounts of information, and the variation 

will affect the actor’s decision (Ritzer, 2009). For example, if the actor knows the positive 

outcomes of a new job, or moving to a new city, he is more likely to pursue that thought. If 

information about the possible decision is lacking, the actor is more hesitant to pursue it. In 

addition, the level of uncertainty will affect the actor in his decision-making (Green, 2002). 

The more certain an actor is about the outcome of an action, the more likely it is he will 

pursue it.  

There are different perspectives on how to view the theory and its effect. It can be viewed 

through a micro-macro perspective, where the individual actions affect the system, and the 

other way around, where the system affects the individual (as seen with social institutions). 

Another perspective is micro-micro, where individual actions affect other individuals (Ritzer, 

2009). The theory can be viewed as a static model where the decisions made are for that time-

period only. But it can also be viewed as a dynamic model where decisions that are being 

taken are relevant for the present and for the future (Green, 2002).  

To understand the actor’s choices, one must understand his specific preferences and self-

interest, since the theory believes that the actor’s choices are a product of his preferences 

(Green, 2002). 
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RCT is suitable for this thesis’ topic because both the theory and topic are about individuals’ 

actions. It is about how preferences of individuals shape the actions to achieve the best 

outcome. When deciding to reenlist or not, the Marine weighs pros and cons against each 

other, and acts according to what he thinks will be best for him. The RCT believes 

individuals act according to the preferences they have to achieve their goals. According to the 

RCT, by understanding the individual’s preferences (in this case by presenting their thought-

process) one can then understand the choice they made (to reenlist or not).  

2.2 Critique Against the RCT 

There is sizable critique against the Rational Choice-Theory. Common critique is that it is too 

general and that it has an individual focus even though the group has a lot of power (Green, 

2002). Additional critique states that choices change due to situations, and are not consistent 

(Levin & Milgrom, 2004). The theory states that choices can be determined as a constant 

behavior, but critique says it is not possible because situations affects choices too much. The 

author argues that situations does not necessarily make decisions non-rational. An individual 

can act rationally to either remain in a situation or move away from it.  

 

Scott (2000) presents some critique towards the RCT;  

Scott asks how we can explain cooperation if individual’s base actions on self-interest. A 

cooperation cannot benefit all individuals equally, so why join collective action if it will 

benefit others more? Joining organizations and cooperate with others is rewarding for 

individuals. The feeling of belonging to a group provides comfort and meaning for an 

individual. Good cooperation results in a sense of accomplishment and pride. Reenlisting to 

stay with peers and the organization benefits both the group and the individual. Military 

personnel are used to hierarchy and sometimes unequal benefits, it is something they most 

often accept.   

When it comes to social structure, Scott states that it is difficult for an individualistic theory 

to explain large social structures. His impression is that there are no independent social 

structures, instead someone constructed it and the rest followed (Scott, 2000). A counter 

argument is that social structure is indeed a result of several individual actions.  

Boudon (2009) states that people have beliefs and values that will affect the decision and 

make it non-rational. Beliefs and values that affects decision-making does not have to make it 
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non-rational. The RCT states that values and beliefs are factors that shape decisions, so it can 

be rational.  

 

In addition, Boudon thinks emotions make people irrational and cause them to act without 

thinking it through. This can be applicable to high-risk environments and moments of high 

stress, but the decision on attrition is made over a long period of time, not during 

extraordinary circumstances. There is also the problem of bounded rationality, where there 

are limits to how rational a person is, based on the information available, the individual’s 

cognitive abilities, and the time he has to decide (Cambridge Dictionary, 2018).   

The author argues that the Marines interviewed all had the cognitive abilities to decide 

rationally, enough time to think it through, information available and a rational persona.  

 

Despite the critique presented, the RCT is a relevant theory strong enough to be used to 

analyze the result. The focus of this thesis is on individuals thought-process, and the focus of 

RCT is individuals. Much of the critique on RCT is about the group’s power, but the 

interviewees did not mention anything about the group’s influence during the reenlistment 

decision (besides the Marines’ wish to be with the group, in this case family). The findings 

show how the individuals by themselves made/will decide completely based on their own 

preferences. Critique says that situations affect individuals, this does not have to be a bad 

thing. The specific situation then becomes an additional element to consider when making 

decisions. Critique states that beliefs and values make actions non-rational, but one could 

argue that decisions can still be made rationally based on the beliefs and values one has. If an 

individual’s values are about patriotism and the greater good, that might affect him to take the 

rational decision of staying in the USMC.  

 

The theory was used as a tool to understand the findings and the individuals’ thought process 

and decision-making. It was used to describe and analyze the findings to better understand 

the interviewees and their experiences. In addition, it was utilized to motivate why the 

individuals acted the way they did and show how the actions could have been different if 

certain events had played out differently. The results did in many ways support the main 

attributes of the RCT.  
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3. Methodological Framework  

This chapter presents the method and methodology used in the research, along with 

delimitations, limitations and ethical considerations.   

3.1 Methods and Methodology 

The research had a qualitative approach since it provides a better understanding of the 

process, and answers the why and the how, as opposed to a quantitative approach that focus 

on larger amounts of statistical information and does not analyze the result in the same way 

(Bryman, 2012). In addition, the focus of a qualitative research is on the individual’s 

interpretation of the social world (Bryman, 2012). Qualitative research typically includes 

general research questions, a selection of sites and people, collection of data, interpretation of 

data, a conceptual or theoretical framework and conclusion (Bryman, 2012).  

 

The Rational Choice-Theory was used in an abductive manner. Abduction is to ‘‘interpret 

and recontextualize individual phenomena within a conceptual framework or a set of ideas’’ 

(Danermark et al., 2002;80) The set of ideas in this case is the Rational Choice-Theory and 

the phenomena to interpret is attrition and the decision-making behind it. In abductive 

research, the theoretical understanding of contexts and people is based on the subjects (the 

interviewees’) worldview (Bryman, 2012). It is the subjects’ meanings and perspectives that 

are in focus when describing and understanding the social world (Bryman, 2012). 

 

A field study is research not confined to a desk or a lab (Salkind, 2015). The researcher 

conducts the research in the natural setting of the research topic and familiarize with the topic 

and subjects first-hand. It is constrained to one geographical area, which is suitable for this 

research.  

 

In-depth semi-structured interviews was the main method to collect data. Semi-structured 

interviews usually have several set questions outlined, but additional questions are naturally 

asked depending on the interviewee’s response (Bryman, 2012). The somewhat unstructured 

nature enabled the researcher to be flexible and adjust to the interviewee’s answers and 

opinions (Bryman, 2012). In qualitative interviews, the interviewee’s point of view is of great 
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interest and it is beneficial to get detailed answers. Since interviews was the main method to 

collect data, it was important to choose suitable and relevant people and location.  

Sampling is the selection of relevant and representable subjects (people) for the research 

conducted. Sampling of site is choosing what area/location to focus on, in this case, Camp 

Lejeune, North Carolina. Sampling of participants is choosing the people to focus on, in this 

research, Marines (Bryman, 2012).  

 

There are different types of sampling, and several of them have been used in this research. 

First, the purposive sampling, which is a selection made with a purpose. It is a strategic 

selection to best suit the research. In this case, the researcher wanted the participants to be 

from different battalions, have different MOS, and be both active Marines and veterans. This 

to have a diverse group of participants to prevent a limited result.  

 

Snowball sampling also occurred in this research. Snowball sampling occurs when 

participants propose others to be interviewed for the research (Bryman, 2012;424). This 

helped the researcher get in touch with suitable people. Snowball sampling was suitable for 

this research since most of the Marines recommended peers from different platoons. Because 

of this, they did not have the same background and experiences. Snowball sampling would 

have been less beneficial if the Marines only recommended others within the same platoon. 

This would have provided a more limited result.  

Data collection regards gathering data to find answers to the research. The method for data 

collection in this research was semi-structured interviews (Bryman, 2012). 

 

The question of validity is about the integrity of the research conclusions (Bryman, 2012).  

Internal validity regards the issue if X really cause or effect Y. X in this case was the 

independent variable; negative military experience/civilian life. The dependent variable was 

whether to stay or leave the USMC. One concern regarding the internal validity, was that 

some of the veterans left a couple of years ago and may not remember exactly the reason that 

affected them the most there and then. Regarding active Marines, the results was based on 

what they felt then, it is only a speculation of how it will affect attrition in about 1 year.  Both 

positive and negative things could happen between the interview and the actual reenlistment 

decision that would affect the current result.  
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External validity question if the result can be generalized beyond this group (Bryman, 2012). 

The researcher believes it can be valid beyond this group of Marines. They have different 

backgrounds, MOS and battalions, and can represent other Marines and other branches of the 

military.  

 

Generalization, or the problem of generalization regards the critique of qualitative research 

that the scope of findings is too restricted (Bryman, 2012). Generalization argue that the 

result is not representative and difficult to apply to other settings. (This due to the research 

focusing on a small number of individuals, only one organization and one location).  

 

The research was conducted by interviewing fifteen (15) active and recently retired Marines. 

The Marines shared their experience of their time served and could help the researcher 

identify events and factors that affected reenlistment probability in a negative way. It was of 

great importance to interview a relatively coherent group of Marines, both regarding age, 

rank and years served to have recent and up-to-date information and experience. It was 

important that the interviewees were either active service members or left the USMC in the 

past couple of years. The interviewees were all between 22-32 years old, active service 

members or left within the past three years. Interviewees were informed of the purpose 

behind the interview before it began, in addition to other ethical considerations that will be 

mentioned below.  

 

The author aspired to find a couple of female Marines to interview, so the gender perspective 

would be taken into consideration. It was difficult to come in contact with female Marines, 

since women only make up about eight percent of the USMC (Snow, 2018). Only one female 

Marine was interviewed, reflecting the male-female ratio in the USMC. The specific method 

of conducting interviews was chosen due to the lack of literature comparing negative events/ 

job dissatisfaction with civilian possibilities and its effect on attrition in the USMC.  

 

The author wanted to get detailed data on an individual level of the USMC, something 

previous literature could not provide.  The understanding is that a qualitative field study was 

the best way to collect data on what affected attrition most in this specific group. Since 

existing data is limited, it would have been difficult to do a desk study on this topic.  

The chosen interviewees were either active service members or recently retired Marines. 

Seven (7) of them were active with two being Lance Corporal (LCPL) and five being 
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Corporals (CPL). Eight (8) of the interviewees were recently retired, with four of them 

leaving as Sergeant (SGT) and four as CPL.  

3.1.2 Sources  

Books and reports were used in this research to get a better understanding of the U.S 

military’s role, theories to apply, and previous literature on attrition. Many reports have been 

written on the U.S military’s role abroad, and it was of great importance to use these in order 

to gain an understanding how the U.S military affect peacebuilding and peacekeeping 

missions abroad. Several books on sociological theories presented the RCT, which gave a 

good overview of the theory’s main parts and different perspectives. It was important to do a 

thorough Literature Review on the topic of attrition to identify what had been written before 

and find a research gap. The USMC’s own information and perspective is bias, but it 

provided a good overview of their missions and what the Corps has been involved in. 

 

Primary sources were used by interviewing Marines that could share first-hand experiences of 

their time served. The objective was to identify negative events and civilian life opportunities 

and how that affected reenlistment probability, and the Marines interviewed had all been or 

were in the process of deciding on their future and possible reenlistment. The interviewees 

were reliable in terms of knowledge, sharing their personal experiences and being truthful 

about their timed served. They were all very open and did not hesitate to answer questions 

asked. They were all eager to tell their story. The interviewees were all relevant for the topic 

since the focus was on Marines, active and recently retired, with a minimum of four years 

served2.  

The interviewees were contacted through a friend that is an active Marine, and through a 

student veteran organization that could share contact information of their members. The 

Marines interviewed all seemed to be open and honest in their response, and there were no 

contradictory answers that would make the researcher question the reliability of the 

individuals. The interviewees were from different units with different backgrounds, hence it 

did not limit the results to similar experiences or battalions. The interviewees are all 

anonymous and will be mentioned as Marine and a number to differentiate them, for 

example: Marine 1.  

                                                
2 Table in Appendix A presents the Marines age, rank and status (active or veteran).  
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3.2 Limitations and Delimitations 

The research was delimited by only focusing on one country, United States, and one branch 

of the United States’ armed forces, the U.S Marine Corps. Due to the limited time-period, the 

wish was to focus on one country and one specific group of the military. This would allow for 

the research to go deeper, instead of doing more general research on several groups. The 

main reason for the delimitation was the connection the researcher had to Marines and 

Wilmington N.C where many Marines are based and live. This made it easier to find 

interviewees. In addition, the researcher had a specific interest in the USMC and wanted to 

focus on that branch. Emphasis was on the importance of being impartial despite personal 

connections to some of the interviewees and a positive view of the organization and its 

service members prior to the research’s start.  A limitation regarding the interviewees was 

that only one of them is female, a consequence of this is that the female perspective is not 

well represented in the research.  

3.3 Ethical Considerations           

The interviewees were shown an interview guide3, explaining the purpose of the interview 

and showing the questions that were planned to be asked. The interviewees were informed 

that the interviews’ purpose was to collect data for a bachelor thesis regarding the USMC, 

that participation is voluntary, that they did not have to respond to certain questions if they 

did not want to, and that the author had their consent to carry out the interview. In addition, 

their anonymity was clearly expressed, and they were assured that the notes and recordings 

from the interviews would not be shared with anyone. They were also informed that the thesis 

would be read by the tutor, the examiner and the peer doing the opposition, and then be made 

available publicly on the DiVA portal. 

 

 For the interviewees’ safety, the interviews were carried out in private settings with only the 

researcher and the interviewee present. It was important for the researcher to do the 

interviews one-on-one to keep it as honest and open as possible, to prevent creating the 

feeling that the interviewee had to lie to uphold a certain image towards others. The 

researcher’s safety was taken into consideration by always communicating to someone where 

and when the interviews would take place, and the contact person was notified when the 

interview was over.  

                                                
3 Interview guide found in Appendix B. 



 

21 

 

A majority of the interviews were carried out in public places such as the University library 

but in a separate study room. Before meeting for the interviews, the researcher made sure the 

interviewees understood the topic and what questions could possibly arise during the 

interview, to give them a good understanding of the purpose and the chance to say no to 

participation if they felt it was too difficult to discuss these matters. For anonymity purposes, 

only the rank, age and status (active or retired) of the Marine is mentioned, along with a code 

name to assure the anonymity of the interviewees. 

  

The research is ethically sensitive because it focuses on negative events and detailed 

dissatisfaction that has occurred within the Marine Corps, a branch that seems devoted to 

maintaining a good image and a distinctive position in society. I plan to protect myself and 

other stakeholders with transparency, integrity and openness in the process. The research is 

not to be viewed as critique or scrutiny, but as a well-meant, curious research that can be 

utilized as a tool to improve the organization and its policies.  
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4. Findings  

4.1 Background 

The U.S military consists of four branches, the Army, the Navy, the Air Force and the Marine 

Corps, and they all contribute to domestic and international security. The versatile nature of 

the Marine Corps makes them an interesting subject to study and the focus of this thesis.  

The United States Marine Corps (USMC) operates on sea, air and land, making them 

versatile and competent in different kinds of situations and missions (USMC, 2016). Marines 

are always forward deployable, constantly present on Navy ships around the world, ready to 

respond to conflict and assist in humanitarian relief (USMC, 2016). In addition, the USMC 

take direct orders from the President of the United States, and units are ready to be deployed 

within 48 hours upon the President’s order without having to go through congress for 

approval (Marine 8).  

 

Established in 1775 to aid in the revolutionary war (USMC, 2016) the USMC is now part of 

the department of the U.S Navy. The USMC has operated all over the world, involved in 

missions in South-East Asia, Africa’s Horn, the Middle East and the Caribbean (USMC, 

2016). The operations include both natural disaster relief such as in Haiti and active conflicts 

such as Afghanistan and Iraq.  

Marines provided humanitarian aid to Japan after the tsunami 2011, and to the Philippines 

after a typhoon struck the country in 2013 (USMC, 2016). In 2017, Marines worked with 

Senegalese military to strengthen peacekeeping abilities in Africa (Guerra, 2017). The 

training was conducted to prepare soldiers for UN peacekeeping missions, and the challenges 

they may face abroad. This sort of training improves knowledge and readiness for 

peacekeeping missions, and the collaboration between countries improves their relationship.  

 

Military service means a daily life full of challenges, impressions and inconveniences that 

pushes the individual mentally and physically. But when it all comes around, is it the 

dissatisfaction of time served or the civilian opportunities that affects the Marines final 

decision on attrition? Or are there other factors that have not been observed previously?  
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The findings will provide answers to the research questions, find common reasons of 

attrition, and highlight what factor affected attrition the most.  

Marines were asked general questions about time served to gain some background knowledge 

on the Marines and understand the bigger picture. The interviews served the purpose of 

providing an understanding of how their time served and specific incidents/happenings 

affects the probability of reenlistment, along with getting an understanding of how big effect 

civilian opportunity had on attrition. Areas of improvement was also identified, that could 

prevent Marines from leaving. The interviewed Marines gave great insight into daily life, its 

struggles and rewards, and explained the thought-process behind reenlistment. The negative 

experiences and dissatisfaction will be presented first, followed by a presentation of common 

civilian life factors. It will then present the comparison between dissatisfaction and civilian 

opportunities to identify what affects the most. 

4.2 Negative Military Experiences and Job Dissatisfaction  

One of the core objectives of the interview, was to identify specific negative events/incidents 

that contributed to Marines dissatisfaction. It was never a guarantee that the Marines had a 

specific incident happen to them, the interesting thing was to see how many of them had 

experienced a negative incident and how that affected reenlistment probability. The author 

will go through each Marine to clearly present which Marines had experienced a negative 

event and those who had not. A negative incident presented in this context is something the 

Marine mentions specifically, that is not part of day to day work-life dissatisfaction, such as 

cleaning in the morning or being on duty for 24 hours.  

Some negative incidents were a consequence of mistakes made by the Marine itself, which 

may complicate the question if it affected attrition. In that case, it might be more valuable to 

look at the process following the mistake made and how that in turn affected the Marine’s 

view on service and reenlistment. If they felt mistreated or judged, the will to continue for 

another term may have changed.  

 

Marine 1 was falsely accused of breaking a trailer. There were mechanical parts on the trailer 

that broke/came off and Marine 1 was blamed for it. His career could have been severely 

affected by the incident. An investigation was made by an officer, on basis of destruction of 

government property. Marine 1 was not treated fairly in the beginning and people were 

suspicious of him instead of supporting him. According to Marine 1, it is common to never 
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thank or apologize to others in the USMC. This was brought up by other Marines as well, that 

if you are doing good no one says anything, but if you are doing bad you are judged quickly. 

When asked if it could have been handled differently, Marine 1 said that actions were okay in 

the long run. During time of investigation, he wanted to get out of the USMC. But now it is 

long over and okay.  

 

Marine 2 was caught off-base drunk-driving and was charged with a DUI (driving under the 

influence). This led to him being kicked of a Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU) and sent 

back to his parent unit. He received a Non-Judicial Punishment (NJP) for discredit to the 

Marine Corps. An NJP is a common punishment to military personnel under Article 15 of the 

Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ) which is a federal law controlling military law 

(Military.com, 2018). Common punishments are reduction of one grade, extra duties, 

restriction to base and forfeiture of pay. Marine 2 still cannot pick up rank for a year (at the 

time of the interview). Since the DUI happened off-base, the civilian judicial system had their 

process and the USMC their own process. He also had his driving privilege suspended on 

base, which means he could not, and still cannot drive on base. He also had to change his 

daily job tasks on base since the previous tasks involved driving.  

 

He was very judged and scrutinized by peers after the incident. Everybody knew about it and 

word spread fast. His command said that he was expected to know the rules, but he had a lack 

of judgement. His parent platoon was very disappointment and he received comments from 

peers. A lot of the comments from his peers were jokes, but the higher ups had a very serious 

tone. The DUI happened nine months ago, but it still affects his life. In addition, his Staff 

Sergeant (SSGT) must join to court which means him, and others constantly gets reminded of 

his DUI that happened over nine months ago.   

 

Marine 3 experienced a negative incident in March 2017 and received an NJP. Marine 3 got 

caught for reckless speeding twice within two months. The first time it happened, he only 

received paperwork as punishment. Since he repeated the same mistake two months later, he 

was punished more severely. It happened both on and off base, but he was only punished 

within the USMC. He was punished according to Article 15 in the UCMJ, same as Marine 2. 

Marine 3 was disciplined by his commanding officer and received the punishment of a 45-

day restriction, meaning he could not go off-base for 45 days. He was only allowed to work 

and visit church. In addition, he received 45 days of extra punitive duty. This meant he had to 



 

25 

clean the common areas of the barracks every day between 6-8 pm. In addition, he was not 

able to rise in rank for 3 months. 

 

Marine 4 did not experience a specific negative incident.  

Marine 5 experienced two negatives, though maybe not specific incidents. One was 

structural, working for a command that belittled and tore people down. This was for a limited 

period of time, and not the whole time served. This affected morale and spirit in the group. In 

addition, Marine 5 had friends who died, some on deployment and some due to suicide. This 

created a negative day to day feeling. 

Marine 6 says more could have been done for a fellow Marine that took his life, and it is 

something that still haunts him.  

 

Marine 7 got in trouble due to a DUI. He did not remember what happened, but he was drunk 

and drove on base. He had recently been promoted to Corporal but was demoted due to the 

incident. It took a long time for him to regain things that he had worked for and eventually 

pick up Corporal again. Marine 7 made one mistake and it had a negative impact for a long 

time. Fellow Marines treated him badly and it felt like he was doing things for nothing. 

People became defined by their mistakes and peers did not want to be around people that 

made mistakes. Immediately after the DUI, friends became different and he was viewed in a 

negative way due to the DUI. 

 

Marine 8 experienced a negative incident early on. During job training, they were encouraged 

by the instructor to use google to look up information. Shortly after, they were caught 

‘‘cheating’’ by using google, and the responsible instructor denied allowing it. Because the 

instructor did not tell the truth in fear of reprimands, Marine 8 and fellow Marines were 

punished.  

 

Marine 8 also described how she witnessed gender discrimination in her unit. There was an 

intimate photo of another female Marine being sent around and the issue was not addressed 

by the command. She also claims that the Marine Corps, despite accepting women to join for 

a long time, are still not well-accustomed to the female Marines in the Corps. The commands 

make a big deal of where the women should sleep and shower (which creates an us and them 

feeling and a fuss around women and the ‘‘difficulty’’ of integrating them in a unit). The 
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female Marine says women are still new to the system, and since there are not a lot of them, it 

is hard for command to know what females want during their service. 

 

Marine 9 was denied going on emergency leave when his mother-in-law was terminally ill, 

since it was not seen as immediate family. This was apparently an incorrect decision made by 

the command, and it was the moment that pushed Marine 9 over to not reenlist. The 

experience of being affected by an incorrect decision and not being able to say goodbye made 

him in a way resent the command and decrease his trust and love for the organization. 

Afterwards, it was acknowledged that it was a mistake to deny him emergency leave.  

 

Marine 10 view ‘‘negative’’ experiences as something that teach you things, which is 

something that builds character. He does not view this as a bad thing and did not share any 

events.  

 

Neither Marine 11 or 12 had a negative experience.  

 

 

 

Marine 13 was especially affected by deployment. ‘‘War affects the individual mentally and 

changes you’’ (Marine 13). Deployment made him more insecure to approach new people 

and made him less confident after deployment. This is one example how deployment affects 

people.  

 

Marine 14 and 15 did not experience anything negative that stood out.  

 

In conclusion, 9 out of 15 Marines had experienced a specific negative event during their 

time served, but only one Marine had a clear correlation between the negative incident and 

the main reason to leave the USMC. 3 of the Marines interviewed were caught with DUIs, 

and it was more the judicial process/the punishment and the stigma from peers that affected 

them negatively.  

In addition to specific negative events, dissatisfaction was caused by monotone tasks, long 

days, hard physical work that lead to problems with shoulders, back and knees, and military 

structure. Many felt isolated and different in the military, and not really a part of the rest of 
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the community. In addition, stress, lack of motivation and frustration with daily work caused 

dissatisfaction.  

4.3 Civilian Opportunities 

The common civilian opportunities that affects attrition are college and civilian job 

opportunities. The urge to be a part of something more than the military, was also a factor to 

leave. A common factor to leave was family, several of the Marines liked service, and would 

have wanted to stay, but left because service made them miss time with their wives. Many 

had been married for several years but had not spent a lot of time with their spouses, a 

civilian life would give substantial more time with family.   

4.4 Reenlist or Leave? Presenting the Biggest Effect on Attrition 

The active Marines shared their perspective on reenlistment, and the veterans shared why 

they decided to leave, even though many loved the Corps and the bigger meaning of it.  

 

Marine 1 said it is a constant mental battle and it changes every day if he should reenlist or 

not. People he works with, the adventures he goes on, and the leadership traits gained, are all 

reasons to stay. Marine 1 says that they decide to reenlist or not a year before their term ends.  

From there the USMC helps the Marine adjust to his future civilian life with job fairs and 

programs. Wanting to reenlist or not changes daily.  ‘‘You hate it sometimes, but you will 

miss it when you are out’’ (Marine 1). The biggest reason to stay would be the people he 

works with, the feeling of teamwork and being so close to people. Marine 1 says; ‘‘ I would 

drop anything to help anyone in the brotherhood’’  

 

Marine 2 would probably stay if he could. The Marine Corps is a garrison style Corps now, 

with no participation in active wars. Because of this, they are more restrictive in who is 

eligible to reenlist. Due to the DUI, Marine 2 is ineligible for reenlistment, and it is out of his 

hands to change it. He wishes to stay because it provides structure and protection, it stands 

for something good, and the experiences are valuable. Marine 2 cannot do anything about the 

DUI. According to him, it is easier to train somebody new than risking keeping him and him 

possibly messing up again. ‘‘It is a shame that the USMC will lose me with my experience, I 

messed up once in 6 years, and that destroys everything’’ (Marine 2).  Marine 2 has a plan for 

a civilian life career that he is happy with, but he would have preferred to stay in.  
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Marine 3 plans to reenlist, the biggest reason is the wish to be deployed again. In addition, 

reenlisting means keeping a secure job, a regular paycheck, housing and food. There is no 

such guarantee in civilian life. He is accustomed to the Marine life now, with the safety nets 

and stability it offers. Marine 3 wants to do one more enlistment then get out. There is a lack 

of civilian opportunities right now, so there is nothing pulling him away from the Corps. He 

wants to get a degree and start a family, but right now the priority is to stay and take it from 

there. He likes the daily life with the guys. He works with his best friends every day.  

‘‘Getting up early and work long days is not enjoyable, but it is not so bad doing it with your 

best friends’’ (Marine 3).  Serving in the USMC makes or break you, he says it is an 

exceptional job, and therefore he wants to reenlist.  

 

Marine 4 decided to not reenlist. Being deployed with the things you experience changes you 

and makes you homesick. ‘‘At 22, you think you know everything, but you don’t’’ (Marine 4). 

He had a civilian job waiting for him, which made it easier to get out. The negative things 

took over, but it was hard to decide. He wanted to stay, but it got old doing the same thing 

repeatedly. He had an almost perfect score and great references, so he had many opportunities 

aligned if he had stayed.  

 

Marine 5 wanted to reenlist, and he tried twice to become part of the counterintelligence unit. 

It is a long interview process and it takes over a year. If he had continued the interview 

process, he would have been forced to stay with the command he disliked until he potentially 

got the new job. Marine 5 refused to since he hated him. Because of this, he did not take the 

package (a MOS/job plan) to become a part of counterintelligence. This combined with the 

wish to go to college, made him get out. The circumstances made him not reenlist even 

though he wanted to, the time just was not right.  

 

Marine 6 had put in a package to be a security guard at embassies and the White House, so he 

had plans on staying. At the same time, his wife had stayed by his side and she and the rest of 

the family had higher education. Marine 6 realized that just retiring from the Corps was not 

enough, he had to go back to school eventually. He did not want to do this too late. His wife 

had sacrificed things during his time of service, and it would have been selfish to stay in. He 

wanted more and needed more from service, like a different mission abroad, if he would have 

stayed. The military gave a foundation, and higher education takes that foundation further.  
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Marine 7 was on the fence about reenlistment, he loved the Corps, and he wanted to reenlist, 

but it was either reenlisting and stay in for a long time or getting out and experience more of 

life. A normal life where his wife did not have to worry about him. ´´Only certain people and 

strong spouses can go through the hardships of having one family member serve´´ (Marine 

7). He wanted to try something different, change jobs, explore the civilian life opportunities 

and expand his horizon. ´´There is more in life than the Corps´´. Lack of combat deployment 

was also a big reason to leave. When his platoon was deployed they were just training in 

different countries.  

Despite Marine 7’s DUI incident and the following stigmatization, civilian life and lack of 

combat deployment was the main reason to leave. ´´If I had stayed in the Corps, I would 

pretty much just wait for the next war to happen´´ (Marine 7).  

 

Marine 8 was intending to reenlist but transferred to another unit and experienced gender 

discrimination. Negative experiences with people were the main reason for Marine 8 to leave. 

The recruiter lied before enlisting, saying that communication (in the Corps) is like 

journalism, something Marine 8 wanted to work with. When joining, she realized 

communication is nothing like journalism. She looked into changing MOS, but there were not 

many openings, so she got out instead. 

 

Marine 8 says that people are in power positions that should not be there. There is a lot of bad 

leadership, with lower ranks being treated badly. If people that were in charge had been better 

leaders, then maybe she would have stayed. ‘‘Leadership made racist and homophobic 

comments, one had no empathy, and one was always angry and belittled others all the time’’ 

(Marine 8).  

It is all about luck really, which platoon you are placed in. Compared to the military, civilians 

can get out of situations like this more easily. ‘‘It is hard to stay when people you are 

constantly exposed to are bad people/leaders’’ (Marine 8).  

 

Marine 9 enlisted at 22, and after eight years in the Corps, work had taken a toll on shoulders, 

knees and back. In addition, he wanted to spend more time with his wife. He felt limited in 

the Corps and was ready to move on and have a civilian career. As mentioned earlier, the 

main push was when he was denied going on emergency leave.  
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Marine 10 left, he had problems dealing with how the military operates. He liked the people 

he worked with and he was comfortable with deployment but experienced a lot of 

negativities. He hoped to become a pilot, but that was not going to happen in the Corps. 

Marine 10 was also married and he had not spent a lot of time with her during his enlistment. 

These issues made him leave. According to Marine 10, higher-ups was not going to help him 

develop. Marine 10 trained to go to sniper school, and a month before he was done they 

pulled the slot. He also wanted to attend jump school, but that never happened. He was 

promised training that never happened. He did not leave the Corps to study or pursue any 

other civilian opportunity. It was because the command was not helping him out. Other units 

were way more helpful, but people in charge of him were not helping.  

 

He could not change unit unless he reenlisted, and there was no guarantee he would be able to 

change. ‘‘I refused to risk another four years of my life with a bad unit’’ (Marine 10). When 

asked if there were other ways to avoid his current unit, Marine 10 says there is always the 

possibility to go even higher up in the chain of command and explain the situation, but they 

will usually not change the decision. Marine 10 says that the opinion of service will be based 

on your unit. It is a great experience if the unit is good, and the MOS matters. Administrative 

jobs usually have a more reasonable command with an office style setting, while combat 

arms jobs have more of a military mentality, to succeed on missions. ‘‘Choosing the right job 

helps and makes the situation better. Yet again, it is about luck, to get a good unit. When 

getting out of the Corps, you have a degree paid for and friends for life’’ (Marine 10).  

 

Marine 11 has about six months left and will not reenlist. Time served so far is simply 

enough and he is happy with his time. He is happy to get out and does not want to extend. 

The desire to do other things and go to college is the main reason to leave the Corps. 

 

Marine 12 still has 2 years left but will not reenlist given his current state of mind. He does 

not like it, not due to a specific event, just a general feeling of dissatisfaction.  

 

Marine 13 has about a year left and he is unsure if he will reenlist. ‘‘War affects you as an 

individual, and I am not sure I wants to risk experiencing that again’’ (Marine 13).   

 

Marine 14 did not reenlist. He was not motivated for another four years of service. He was a 

Military Police, working on base, it became personal arresting people and dealing with cases 
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since the people he met are all colleagues. This in combination with a wish to do something 

else made him leave. But now, after three months out, he misses service and the brotherhood. 

‘‘There is a different environment, routine and structure in the Corps, and I made more 

money while I was in’’ (Marine 14). The struggles at his current civilian job affects his 

opinion, if his civilian job had been less complicated, he would have been more positive 

about getting out.  

 

Marine 15 decided to reenlist recently, it was better than other options. He regrets it 

sometimes, it goes up and down. Working night has a big part in that. Marine 15 has a long 

time left until he can get out, and it is not relevant to think about civilian jobs right now. Big 

part of the current discomfort has to do with work being monotone and boring.  

 

 In conclusion, the most common reason for attrition was dissatisfaction from service, with 8 

Marines leaving (or planning to leave) due to dissatisfaction (with 1 of them being 

indecisive), and 3 Marines leaving or planning to leave due to civilian opportunities. Marine 

2 is not counted in the result since he is the only one ineligible for reenlistment, making him 

less relevant for the research result. His experiences are still relevant in the overall 

perspective, shedding light on Non-Judicial Punishments and stigmatization after his DUI. 

The stigma he faced due to the DUI and the following legal process did not affect attrition. 

He would stay in the USMC if he could.  

 

Marines 1 and 3 will most likely reenlist for a second term, and Marine 15 did just reenlist for 

a second term. When they do leave, it will be because of civilian opportunities and starting a 

family. They have had negative experiences, but that did not affect attrition. They like what 

the USMC can offer and provide; security, meaning, a safety net and brotherhood. Marine 13 

is indecisive about reenlistment, but if he leaves, it is due to deployment and not wanting to 

experience that again.  

 

4 of the Marines leaving due to dissatisfaction were also influenced by the urge for civilian 

life (Marine 4, 9, 10, 14), two of them mostly because that meant spending more time with 

their wives. Even though reason for attrition was usually a combination of things, the 

dissatisfaction was stronger than the civilian opportunity.  
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The fourth Marine with a combination of dissatisfaction and civilian opportunities, left 

because he had jobs lined up, making it easier to leave service. Three of the dissatisfied 

Marines mainly left due to problems with bad leadership and dislike of their unit (Marine 5, 8 

and 10). All of them were planning on staying in, but problems with command, lack of 

support from higher-ups, and long processes to change MOS and units, made them all leave. 

The rest of the dissatisfied Marines left or will leave due to general dissatisfaction, effect of 

deployment, stress and mental toll on them. The Marines that will leave or have left due to 

civilian opportunities (Marine 6, 7 and 11) did so to pursue college. A more normal life and 

more time with family were also common factors. To sum up, out of 14 Marines, 3 will or 

have just reenlisted for a second term, 1 Marine is unsure, and 10 Marines did not reenlist 

(Marine 9 was the only one who did two terms, he did not reenlist for a third). Circa 71 

percent of the 14 eligible Marines interviewed did not/will not reenlist.  
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5. Analysis 

 

This chapter analyze the findings with the help of the RCT.  

 

The RCT is an individualistic theory with the primary focus on actors’ actions. The RCT 

states that actors are goal-oriented, and acts based on his/her values and preferences.  

The RCT means that individuals act rationally based on preferences to achieve the greatest 

outcome/maximum satisfaction.  

By calculating costs and benefits of actions, actors make their decision to maximize 

advantages. The RCT states three main influences to the action. Lack of or access to 

resources (money, human capital, job opportunities) will either constrain the individual, or 

push him to act. Social institutions such as family, organizations and the church will also 

affect the individual positively and negatively. In addition, the individual will take decisions 

based on the information available. The RCT states, that to understand an individual's 

decision, one must understand the preferences and self-interest.  

 

5.1 Costs and Benefits of Reenlistment 

It is a constant battle for many when deciding to reenlist or not. There are both positive and 

negatives of service and the opportunities civilian life offers. Military service means close 

ties and friendship, travelling and seeing new places, and gaining leadership traits, but it also 

means long days, physically and mentally tough tasks and a stressful environment. To see 

what is best, the individual can compare these factors with the possibilities of civilian life, 

and if that would be better for the individual. Marines emphasized the importance of the 

safety net, protection and secure job that USMC offers. It also provides housing and food. 

There is no such guarantee in civilian life. That preference of safety and security was a reason 

to stay in the USMC. If an individual chooses to become a civilian, there are no guarantees 

they will have a secure job, housing and food on the table. This points to the rational decision 

of staying in the USMC to keep the safety nets.  

 

Another factor in decision-making was lack of civilian jobs. As the RCT outlines, lack of 

resources (in this case job opportunities) can make individuals hesitant to change their current 
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situation. Lack of better options influenced at least two Marines to reenlist. On the other 

hand, already having a civilian job lined up, made one Marine leave with ease.  

An additional factor to leave service was the discomfort and dissatisfaction from bad units 

and leadership. Marines that were affected by this, argued that a potential risk of reenlisting 

would be to be forced to stay in this situation for another four years. There was no guarantee 

to be transferred to another unit for these Marines, and the lack of information/guarantee on 

unit change was too big of a risk. Several Marines wanted to do something more versatile and 

experience a less monotone work environment, the USMC could not offer that. They wanted 

to experience more than they could now, so they made the decision to become civilians to do 

so.  

This shows that the individual's goal to experience new things, made him take the decision to 

leave service. In addition, the preference to get away from mentally and physically tough 

tasks, made individuals pursue a civilian life. Marine 6 said it would have been selfish to stay 

in the USMC since his wife had made earlier sacrifices, so he left. This goes against the 

RCT’s belief that all actions are selfish. Looking from another perspective, one could argue 

that a happy wife and a better relationship would be a positive thing for the individual, so one 

unselfish act would result in a selfish advantage eventually. The RCT argues that an act that 

seems unselfish will in the end still be beneficial and meet self-interests due to the results of 

the first act. The RCT assisted in the analysis of the result by explaining the values and 

preferences that impact decision-making. This enabled the researcher to understand 

individuals thought-process better.  

5.2 Multiple Factors Affect Decision-making 

Deciding on reenlistment is a complex decision that often involves more than one factor. The 

research identified specific individual events that caused dissatisfaction, but the 

dissatisfaction created by long-term structures had more effect on reenlistment probability. It 

was the dissatisfaction that occurred over a longer period of time, that made a majority of the 

Marines leave. Since reasons for dissatisfaction had been present for a long time, Marines 

might have felt it was not going to change during a reenlistment. The only way to get away 

from dissatisfactory situations, was then to leave service. Marine 8 said that it is easier to get 

away from negative situations in civilian life, in the Corps you are often stuck. This 

conclusion affected her decision to leave.  
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Reenlisting is a big decision that would affect their life for another four years. The RCT was 

helpful here because it provided knowledge on how individuals make decisions and what 

they base their actions on. The Marines explained how they weighed positive and negative 

things of service and civilian life, to see what would best suit their preferences and create a 

preferable outcome. The RCT states that access to information affects an individual’s 

decision. For some of the Marines, not knowing if they would have to stay in the same unit 

they disliked, made them leave the Corps. If they had known they would have gotten another 

unit after reenlisting, they most likely would have stayed. Identifying the Marines’ attrition 

factors has also shown that the individuals do make decisions based on their self-interest and 

individual goals. Some Marines mentioned the guilt of leaving brothers behind, but that was 

confined to deployment situations, not when leaving the Corps. 

 

The outlined impact social institutions allegedly have on individuals were not evident in this 

research. The military organization seemed uninvolved in the individual’s decision on 

reenlistment, and none of the Marines mentioned pressure from social institutions to either 

stay or quit. Critique of the RCT states that emotions and situations affect actions too much 

and make them non-rational, but in the Marines’ case, emotions and situations were factors 

that then shaped a rational decision. It was not elements that made the Marines irrational. 

None of the Marines said they regretted the decision taken and they all showed that they put 

significant consideration into their decisions.  

 

The findings also identified several areas that can be improved to prevent attrition. These 

findings are an important complement to the topic of attrition. Several previous reports on 

attrition stated the importance of creating policies that would prevent attrition. This research 

provided insight in what to improve to decrease and prevent attrition, such as; improved view 

and integration of women as a natural part of the USMC, becoming more accommodating to 

individuals concern and dissatisfaction regarding bad units and issues with leadership, 

making the process of changing MOS easier and quicker, and better support of Marines 

wanting to pursue additional training. In addition, it seems foolish that military organizations 

rely on and trust individuals simply because they are of higher rank. It is a catch 22 since 

higher rank comes with more responsibility and more credibility, but one must be aware of 

the fact that higher rank does not always equal correct leadership.  
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Several examples in this thesis has shown the negative impact of bad leadership and the 

consequences of not listening to individuals wants and needs no matter the rank. Several 

Marines mention that lower-ranked Marines are often treated more poorly and unfairly than 

those of higher rank, and that the opinions of higher-ups matter more.  

The findings also showed that attrition and the thought-process behind reenlistment is a 

complex issue that might never receive a simple answer. Timing, current mindset and 

situations (permanent and temporary) all affect the decision. The findings contribute to 

solving the current research problem since it looks at full-term attrition, it focuses on one 

military branch, and does not consider pre-enlistment factors.  

 

These findings identified the way military service affect individuals, instead of showing how 

individuals’ issues and pre-enlistment status made them unsuitable for service. The findings 

provided detailed data on attrition for Marines and identified some structural issues that 

would be beneficial to improve. The findings showed that factors of attrition are a complex 

matter, and that one factor alone rarely has the power to make someone leave. The findings 

contributed to a better understanding of full-term attrition, and the ways military service 

affects individuals. 

It also highlights that civilian opportunities affects attrition both in early and later stages of 

enlistment, which is understandable. In addition, civilian opportunities will always be present 

and influence attrition. Some questions arise from the findings based on the experiences of 

Marine 2. He is ineligible for reenlistment because of his DUI and says that the Corps rather 

train someone new than risk having him causing trouble again. That goes against the 

researcher’s assumption that the organization wish to keep skilled and experienced personnel. 

Does it make sense to prohibit an individual to reenlist, despite his experiences and qualities, 

due to one mistake over the course of six years? The researcher argue that it does not and is 

of the impression that lessons learned from the DUI and the following consequences are 

enough to prevent him from making further mistakes.  

 

5.3 The Theory’s Helpfulness  

The theory was helpful in understanding the individuals thought-process and that people 

make decisions based on their preferences. Marines acted based on their experiences, 

preferences and wishes for the future. They all had the cognitive ability to make rational 
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decisions and did not face extraordinary circumstances or suffer from PTSD that would affect 

the decision to be made in distress, panic or with a clouded judgement. The RCT stated that 

the social institutions the individual is a part of is one of the main influencers to the 

individual’s actions. This was not apparent in this thesis since none of the Marines mentioned 

pressure from different social institutions like the military organization or church. If anything, 

family was a big influence, but the Marines presented it like it was primary the individuals’ 

wish to be with the group that affected attrition, rather than the group pressuring him.  
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6. Conclusion  

This chapter presents the main findings, recommendations for improvement and future 

research.  

 

The findings showed that deciding to reenlist or not is a complex process with many factors 

affecting the decision. Both dissatisfaction and civilian opportunities played a part in the 

decision, though dissatisfaction was the most common reason for the Marines to not reenlist. 

Common reasons for dissatisfaction were bad leadership and units, long days, physical and 

mental pressure, lack of motivation and the military structure. Boring and repetitive work was 

also a big reason for dissatisfaction. The findings showed how one or two full terms of 

service affected the individual in different ways. Civilian opportunities include college and 

civilian jobs, being part of the civilian community, and spending more time with spouses. 

The findings also identified areas of improvement that could possibly affect Marines 

positively, encouraging them to commit to a longer military career.  

 

Recommendations to improve Marines’ situation and prevent attrition starts with the 

organization making service more appealing by improving a couple of areas. First, better 

supporting Marines with spouses and families so they can spend more time with them. 

Missing valuable time with families was the last drop for four of the Marines to leave. 

Accommodating Marines with MOS and work weeks suitable for their family life, could 

prevent attrition and promote a longer military career. There are also some issues with 

leadership. Three of the interviewed Marines had negative experiences with bad leadership 

and left mainly because of that.  

The opportunity to more easily file complaints and address issues, could assist those 

responsible to deal with bad leadership. In addition, a more accommodating approach to 

Marines that wants to change units and MOS, would result in more satisfied Marines. There 

is also the issue of gender discrimination, Marine 8 shared stories of issues related to being a 

woman, and how that affects service. Even though there are few women in the USMC, the 

conditions for them should be of the same standard as men. Understanding issues women 

face in the Corps and improving structures, would be beneficial for women.  

 

Further research should continue to look at dissatisfaction and Marines quality of life in the 

Corps. This thesis has showed how the organization may sometimes not take into 



 

39 

consideration or care for the individual. Future research should identify how widespread this 

is, and if the organization’s view is that individuals simply must accept their situation and 

carry on with their tasks. It would also be interesting to further assess women’s situation in 

the USMC and identify additional structural issues that affects women negatively. This could 

increase their satisfaction and motivate more women to join the Corps. It would also be 

interesting to research how valuable the organization thinks individuals are. Does it want to 

utilize individual’s skills and experiences as much as possible, or are individuals easily 

replaced? Maybe the USMC rather teach and shape new people than keep the experienced 

ones.  
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Appendix A  

 

Table presenting age, rank and status of interviewed Marines. 

 

Marine Age Rank Status 

Marine 1  23 CPL Active 

Marine 2 24 LCPL Active 

Marine 3 24 CPL Active 

Marine 4 30 CPL Veteran 

Marine 5 25 CPL Veteran 

Marine 6 30 SGT Veteran 

Marine 7 25 CPL Veteran 

Marine 8 25 SGT Veteran 

Marine 9 32 SGT Veteran 

Marine 10  28 SGT Veteran 

Marine 11 23 CPL Active 

Marine 12 20 LCPL Active 

Marine 13 23 CPL Active 

Marine 14 25 CPL Veteran 

Marine 15 24 CPL Active 
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Appendix B 

 

 

Interview Guide  

The purpose of the interview is to collect data for a bachelor thesis to obtain a bachelor’s 

degree from Linnaeus University, Växjö, Sweden. The interview is completely voluntarily. 

Participation is anonymous and only the researcher will see the notes and hear the recordings 

from the interview. The thesis will be read by the tutor and the examiner in addition to the 

peer doing the opposition of the paper. After the thesis is approved, the paper will be 

published online on the DiVA portal and is hence available to the public. The interviewee 

does not have to answer certain questions if he/she does not want to. 

Method to collect the data will be a circa 30-minute semi-structured interview with questions 

regarding time served in the USMC. The questions listed below will be asked, along with 

additional questions based on the interviewee’s response. 

  

Interview Questions:  

·         How long have they been active/where they active in the USMC?  

·         Rank? 

·         Overall perception of military service? 

·         General pros and cons of being a Marine? 

·         Most memorable moments from time served? 

·         Events/incidents during service that caused dissatisfaction? 

·         Was the dissatisfaction from the incident alerted to anyone? Any support system? 

·         Have you been on deployment? 

  (If yes, tell me about the deployment, where, when, how long, tasks) 

·         Main reasons to not reenlist? 

·         If deciding to re-enlist, any event that made you question that decision?  

·         If the Marine is retired and hence did not reenlist – tell the main reasons behind it? 

·         Are there any structural/organizational issues that bothers you?  


