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Abstract

The purpose of this transcendental phenomenology was to describe the shared experiences of
MQ-9 instructor pilots who were considering discontinuing military service at the USAF’s MQ-9
FTU. Discontinuation of military service was defined as separation at the expiration of their
Active Duty Service Commitment. The theories guiding this research were Vroom’s expectancy
theory, as it connects the relationship between military members’ expectations from their
employers and resultant attrition rates, and Herzberg et al.’s (1959) motivation-hygiene theory,
as it explains the disconnect between a military member’s motivation, well-being, and work
environment. This research followed a transcendental phenomenological design. Purposive and
snowball sampling were used to select 10 MQ-9 instructor pilots from a pool of roughly 200.
This study focused on a central research question that examined shared experiences of MQ-9
instructor pilots who were considering discontinuing their military career in the USAF. Sub-
questions assessed the decision-making process concerning career termination, the challenges
their career created for family quality of life, and their challenges in maintaining work/life
balance. Data were collected via interviews, protocol writing, and focus groups. Data analysis
followed Moustakas’ transcendental phenomenological analysis design through bracketing,
phenomenological reduction and horizonalization, imaginative variation, and the synthesis of
textural and structural descriptions. Upon completion of analysis, three themes emerged among
participants, which included workload, instability, and mental health. The results revealed
participants felt that additional duties decreased workplace satisfaction, compensation was
deemed adequate but not enough to stay, mental health stigmas continued to prevent healthcare
usage, and desirable assignment locations could prevent unhappiness.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Overview
The United States Air Force (USAF) is facing a significant retention problem that has
continued to grow over time (Grosso, 2017). One career field that has faced the brunt of this
manning crisis is the remotely piloted aircraft (RPA) community, and more specifically, the MQ-
9 Reaper instructor pilot core (United States Government Accountability Office [USGAO],
2020). Retention has been declining, while demand for the aircraft’s use in combat has been
increasing, leading to a volatile situation for which a solution has yet to be found (Terry et al.,
2019). This transcendental phenomenology aims to examine the shared experiences of MQ-9
instructor pilots at the USAF’s MQ-9 formal training unit (FTU) concerning the termination of
their career. Without a thorough understanding of why the retention problem exists and potential
solutions to right it, there are serious implications for the welfare and health of MQ-9 instructor
pilots, as well as for national security (Bressett, 2018; Hardison et al., 2017). Although this
research falls heavily in the realm of national defense, it also offers insight into the educator
retention problem that has been plaguing schools for decades (De Stercke et al., 2015; Gonzalez-
Escobar et al., 2020). To understand the shared experiences of these MQ-9 instructor pilots,
chapter one offers background information on how these retention problems arose, the related
historical, social, and theoretical contexts, and my motivation behind conducting this research.
Additionally, the problem and purpose statements, the significance of the study, and the resultant
research questions are discussed.
Background
Demand for pilots in the remotely piloted aircraft (RPA) career field has grown

significantly over the last two decades (Terry et al., 2019). This is due to the RPA’s extreme
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applicability in both peace and wartime, as well as the ability to keep American lives out of
harm’s way (Aggarwal & Kumar, 2020; Keane & Carr, 2013; Rinehart, 2017). Unfortunately,
the supply of military pilots has been declining for years (Grosso, 2017). Although several
factors have influenced this decline, it seems as if few interventions have been put into place, and
the current attempts have had little success (Bressett, 2018). Pilot manning for the USAF’s
premier RPA, the MQ-9 Reaper, is at a historic low, with instructor pilot manning being even
worse (USGAO, 2020). With the pilot manning of an integral combat aircraft being so low, there
are serious implications for the United States’ ability to maintain its air superiority if the root
cause of the issue is not identified (Grieco, 2018; Kreuzer, 2015).
Historical Context

The United States military has experienced recurrent retention problems throughout
modern history (Sminchise, 2016; Wilcove et al., 1991). Retaining military members has been an
uphill battle, with research indicating the need for retention models and predictions since the
1980s (Warner, 1981). For the military aviation community, problems retaining flight crew have
been identified as far back as 1968, with retention during flying training being noted as a
significant problem (Boyd & Boyles, 1968). This problem became so significant that senior
leaders publicly recognized that: “no personnel issue at the moment is more alarming, and none
carries greater symbolic impact than an Air Force that is losing its pilots” (Sniteman, 1980, p. 2).
Regardless of how alarming this problem was, the pilot retention problem has not been solved to
date (Asch, 2019; Sweeney, 2015; Thompson, 2018). Equally concerning is the fact that this
retention problem does not only apply to manned assets but also the more recently developed
unmanned aircraft, with some RPA units seeing staffing shortages of up to 20% (Hardison et al.,

2017; USGAO, 2020).
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Although one singular reason behind retention problems has not been pinpointed, it is
believed that retention issues are likely due to many factors. These factors include family
difficulties, uncompetitive pay rates, and leadership problems (Falk & Karamcheva, 2018;
Heilmann et al., 2009; Mailey et al., 2018). This retention issue is pronounced in the USAF’s
pilot community, where it is displayed through the inability to meet the expectations of Congress
(Thompson, 2018; USGAO, 2020). Though the USAF has been working to address this, it has
yet to solve the issues underlying the retention problem that drives many pilots to leave before
the 20-year retirement point (Asch, 2019; Hensel, 2016). Although this is a problem for all of the
USAF’s aircraft, this problem is increasingly apparent in the RPA community, which
experiences high levels of unhappiness and career dissatisfaction (Hardison et al., 2017). This
retention issue has become the most visible at the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU, where there is a
significant understaffing of instructor pilots. With only 75% of instructor positions filled in 2019
and as many as 30% of instructors terminating their career per year, instructor pilots are over-
burdened with the responsibility of instructing full-time, as well as maintaining multiple
additional duties (USGAO, 2020). Much of this lack of manning is thought to be caused by the
overworked operational units being unable to send qualified instructors to the USAF’s MQ-9
FTU, which has resulted in a self-perpetuating problem that does not seem to have an end in
sight (Hardison et al., 2017).

Social Context

The social context of the MQ-9 instructor pilot retention problem appears to stem from
two areas, culture and mental health stigmas (Hardison et al., 2017; Tennies, 2019). It is likely
that these social issues are interconnected, but they both present problems in the MQ-9 instructor

pilot community. Organizational culture, a highly discussed topic in business literature, is known
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to be one of the key influencers of workplace cohesion and employee satisfaction (Nikpour,
2017). In the military context, organizational culture has been noted as a key indicator of the
likelihood of re-enlistment, member readiness, happiness, and performance capability (Booth-
Kewley et al., 2017).

Positive workplace culture can improve self-esteem and decrease employee stresses, as
well as increase the commitment that employees feel toward their employers (Kim et al., 2020;
Naz et al., 2020). Conversely, a negative organizational culture can increase employee anxiety,
deteriorate trust, and halt communication flow (Van Rooij & Fine, 2018). While this information
is well known due to its popularity in organizational and leadership literature, organizational
culture can be difficult to control. It is well known that military organizational culture can be
incredibly toxic, and the aviation community is no exception. Caused by extreme levels of stress
that MQ-9 instructor pilots experience and high levels of responsibility they are assigned, the
culture is often known as difficult to persevere through (Chappelle et al., 2014; Tennies, 2019).

This difficult work environment and potentially negative culture are only further
compounded by the severe mental health difficulties that MQ-9 pilots face (Armour & Ross,
2017). All military members are involved in the business of war and killing, but unlike most of
their counterparts, MQ-9 pilots physically take part in and see it occur every day (Hardison et al.,
2017). Being exposed to this type of trauma can have significant mental health repercussions if it
is not treated properly (Chappelle et al., 2014). The commonality of the uncomfortable images
that MQ-9 pilots have to experience has been shown to cause higher levels of mental health
problems, like post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and depression (Armour & Ross, 2017; Gal

et al., 2016). This type of stress is higher in MQ-9 pilots than in other aircraft pilots, highlighting
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the life-or-death importance of research that can aid in identifying which stressors in the
community can be eased (Stahl, 2015).
Theoretical Context

When attempting to understand the attrition of MQ-9 instructor pilots, it is valuable to
recognize both the motivations behind why an individual would choose this career field, as well
as why they would choose to leave it. Two theories that have been widely used to understand the
workplace and individual motivational factors are Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory and
Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory. Although these theories have been applied numerous
times since their origination to understand the foundations of motivation, applying them in this
context can provide a deeper understanding of how these theories apply to the modern world and
workplace.

Expectancy Theory. One key theory that guided this research is Vroom’s (1964)
expectancy theory. This motivational theory provides a basis for understanding what creates
motivation in an individual, which Vroom (1964) defined as the process a person undertakes
when determining which voluntary activity they will prioritize completing. It proposes the idea
that there is a relationship between what effort a person is willing to put into their work and the
resultant reward they expect to receive in turn. It suggests that among the choices that an
individual has, they will choose to complete the objective they perceive will provide the greatest
reward or outcome. Vroom (1964) postulated that workplace motivation would be influenced by
the three premises of expectancy (E), instrumentality (I), and valence (V) in the formula:
motivation = E * [ * V, where expectancy is a belief that effort improves performance,
instrumentality is the belief that hard work results in a reward, and valence is the value an

employee perceives an outcome to be worth.
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Although expectancy theory has been empirically tested in federal workplaces, nursing,
and civil service, allowing for a better understanding of an employee’s motivational factors and
how organizations can capitalize upon it (Candela et al., 2015; Leonina, 2017; Park & Kim,
2017), it has yet to be applied in the context of aviation education. As expectancy theory
recognizes the fact that each employee will be motivated by completely different factors than
others, and MQ-9 instructor pilots fall into a niche category of military instructors that little
research has examined, this study contributed to the validity of expectancy theory in varying
settings (Purvis et al., 2015). Namely, this study expanded upon how expectancy theory can be
applied in the education, military, and aviation fields.

Two-Factor Theory. An additional theory that guided this study was Herzberg et al.’s
(1959) two-factor theory. This theory, also called motivation-hygiene theory, offers a different
and complementary view on motivation than expectancy theory. The two-factor theory suggests
that workplace factors can both positively and negatively impact an employee’s job satisfaction,
which can influence their intention to remain in their career (Alshmemri et al., 2017). Herzberg
et al. (1959) suggested that the two types of factors that influence an employee’s job satisfaction
are motivational factors and hygiene factors. Motivational factors include those intrinsic
influences that impact self-actualization and personal growth, like an employer’s recognition of
the employee, increased responsibility, opportunities for advancement, awards, among others.
Conversely, hygiene factors are made up of extrinsic factors that may influence unpleasant
workplace scenarios like company policies, an employee’s relationships, compensation, or work
conditions (Herzberg, 1966, 2003). As both of these types of factors were found to influence

satisfaction, it was posited that the motivation factors were related to employee attitude, while
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hygiene factors were inherent to the work and workplace itself (Alshmemri et al., 2017; Stello,
2011).

As Herzberg et al.’s (1959) theory suggests, meeting motivational needs can influence
satisfaction, while meeting hygiene needs merely prevents dissatisfaction. The application of this
theory added value to this study, as both hygiene and motivational factors at the USAF’s MQ-9
FTU were identified as significantly lacking (Chappelle et al., 2014; USGAO, 2020). Although
this theory is often touted as one of the most validated theories in motivational research, it has
yet to be applied in a setting that offers insight to military, education, and aviation employees all
at once, offering a unique perspective within the scholarly literature (Stello, 2011).

Problem Statement

The problem is that the United States Air Force is facing a manning crisis, particularly
among its rated officers, at a rate that it cannot sustain through training replacement pilots alone
(Bressett, 2018; Switzer, 2020; Terry et al., 2019). Although this problem is not new, it has been
growing exponentially over the past decade. In 2017, senior Air Force officers testified to
congress that the branch was facing a shortage of over 1500 pilots that would only continue to
increase (Grosso, 2017). This problem does not only exist in the manned aircraft community but
also in the RPA community, with the field being critically undermanned since its inception
(Talafuse et al., 2019; USGAO, 2020).

One of the factors of attrition within the military aviation field is that commercial airlines
offer higher pay rates and more stable schedules (McGee, 2015; Sweeney, 2015). Additionally,
the significant emotional, physical, and social detriments that are associated with the military
aviation career field also take a substantial toll on pilots’ well-being, which generates further

attrition (Chappelle et al., 2014). These factors, among others, have led to 30% of RPA pilots
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needing replacement each year and instructor positions at the MQ-9 FTU being staffed to less
than 75% of the requirement, which has further created a cyclical problem of understaffing
across the community (USGAO, 2020). Although there is a strong base of scholarly research that
highlights the many problems facing the MQ-9 enterprise, no research exists that examines the
shared experiences that are driving high attrition rates of the MQ-9 instructor core. This gap in
the research presents a significant issue for the USAF in that they are unable to understand the
reasons behind the attrition problem, thus reducing the likelihood of finding a solution.
Purpose Statement

The purpose of this transcendental phenomenology was to describe the shared
experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots who were considering discontinuing military service at the
USAF’s MQ-9 FTU. Discontinuation of military service was defined as an MQ-9 instructor
pilot’s separation from the Air Force at the expiration of their Active Duty Service Commitment
(ADSC). The theories guiding this research were Vroom’s expectancy theory, as it connects the
relationship between military members’ expectations from their employers and the resultant
attrition rate, and Herzberg et al.’s (1959) motivation-hygiene theory, which explains the
disconnect between a military member’s motivation, well-being, and work environment.

Significance of the Study

While it is valuable to the USAF and the United States military as a whole, this research
acted two-fold and provided value to the educational community as well. Various studies have
indicated that the educational career field is facing retention problems across the globe (De
Stercke et al., 2015; Gonzalez-Escobar et al., 2020; Karsenti et al., 2013). Similar to the pilot
retention problem, this issue is not new, with data showing teacher attrition as high as 50%

dating back to 2003 (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003). In more recent years, this problem has only
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increased, with many teachers leaving the career field before their fifth-anniversary teaching
(Gonzalez-Escobar et al., 2020). Much like the military, the educational system is struggling to
pinpoint why teachers are leaving in droves, but the factors are similar to why pilots are leaving:
better compensation available elsewhere, poor leadership, and workplace disparities that
ultimately lead to poor quality of life (Geiger & Pivovarova, 2018; Thibodeaux et al., 2015;
Tickle et al., 2011). As the subjects of this transcendental phenomenology were both pilots and
educators, this research illuminated a shared problem-set that may highlight actions that both the
aviation and education career fields can take to improve retention rates.

Practically, the significance of this study applied to the pilots and their families, the
military as a whole, and the nation’s security. From the perspective of the military members and
their families, this study could open up communication channels with upper leadership that could
vastly improve their quality of life. With MQ-9 instructor pilots experiencing high levels of
career dissatisfaction, mental health problems, and marital or familial dysfunction, this insight
gained from this research could save lives (Hijazi et al., 2019; Mailey et al., 2018; Ogle et al.,
2018). Further, the USAF has been under a large amount of pressure from the government to
rectify its manning problems (Thompson, 2018; USGAO, 2020). If this research offers an
opportunity to better understand the underlying causes of attrition, there is the potential that a
solution could be found. Expanding on that, as the retention problem is resolved, the nation will
face fewer worries about national security. With enough pilots to maintain the MQ-9 community,
congress’ desired levels of combat support are more likely to be met (Department of Defense,
2012).

Theoretically, this research was significant in its ability to contribute to the scholarly

literature surrounding both motivation and employee turnover. As this research used Vroom’s
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(1964) expectancy theory and Herzberg et al.’s (1959) motivation-hygiene theory and applied
them in a military setting where the literature on turnover intent and motivation is lacking, this
research expanded the scope of available knowledge. Throughout much of the scholarly research,
these motivational theories have been applied in quantitative research settings. This research
offers the opportunity for further application of both these theories in a qualitative setting.
Finally, because MQ-9 instructor pilots are both educators and military members, multiple
theoretical fields can benefit from the information gathered through this research.
Research Questions

The USAF’s MQ-9 FTU provides an outstanding opportunity to understand the “why”’
behind the increasingly high attrition rates seen throughout the military. As the ADSC for RPA
pilots occurs six years into their career (Terry et al., 2019), the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU is often the
location at which MQ-9 instructor pilots spend their final years before facing the decision of
whether they will continue their military service. It is critical that the USAF understands the
reasoning behind these members’ decisions to develop solutions to the attrition problem.
Otherwise, the problem’s root causes will continue to be unacknowledged and uncorrected. In
order to discover where the desire to separate from their military career, this study posed the
following central research question and three sub-questions:
Central Question

What is the shared experience of USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots who are considering
discontinuing their military career?

This central research question was created in order to build an understanding of the
shared experiences of USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots who consider terminating their careers. Both

Herzberg et al. (1959) and Vroom’s (1964) motivational theories note that many factors
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contribute to whether or not an employee is satisfied in their workplace and that both the
workplace and the influence of others in the workplace contribute to overall job satisfaction or
dissatisfaction. The formatting of the central research question and the following sub-questions
allowed this research to be framed in a manner that allowed numerous influences on career
decision-making to be examined and themes to be identified.
Sub-Question One

What is the decision-making experience of USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots who are
considering discontinuing their military career?

This first sub-question sought to identify which factors in the MQ-9 career field motivate
USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots’ decision-making when considering terminating their careers.
Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory defines the connection between what an employee expects to
receive in return for their work and their resultant effort. However, a key piece of this theory that
is often overlooked is the fact that individuals value different things in comparison to what their
coworkers may find valuable (Purvis et al., 2015). Some individuals may value their
compensation or retirement benefits more than other factors, while others value the leadership
opportunities and avenues for personal growth they are given, among many others. Further,
Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory suggests that unmet workplace needs, workplace
dissatisfaction, or burnout can be influential in an employee’s career decision-making. With both
theories in mind, this sub-question offered an opportunity to build an understanding of what
internal and external factors were the most MQ-9 influential in instructor pilots’ decision-making
process, potentially providing an avenue for the USAF to improve what is offered in return for
their service.

Sub-Question Two
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How do USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots describe the impact of their career on their
family’s quality of life?

The second sub-question moved outside of the workplace and aimed to investigate the
influence of family quality of life on MQ-9 instructor pilots and their career decision-making.
Numerous scholarly studies have identified the fact that a work-home conflict, or situations in
which the pressures of the workplace and family life become difficult to balance, are extremely
influential in an individual’s job satisfaction and overall happiness (Eby et al., 2005; Kossek et
al., 2011; Mailey et al., 2018). Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory suggests that an individual’s
workplace motivation is influenced by different motivational factors. Some instructor pilots may
value the reward of ample time to spend with their family as more influential than other
workplace rewards, and thus the influence of family quality of life on USAF MQ-9 instructor
pilots’ career decision-making should be considered. Additionally, Herzberg et al. (1959)
recognize motivational factors like personal growth and self-actualization influence an
employee’s motivation in the workplace. As the personal growth and self-actualization of an
individual are inherently connected to that of their family, this question offered an opportunity to
take the family’s quality of life into account. The inclusion of this sub-question allowed for this
research to highlight the shared experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots regarding their family
quality of life.

Sub-Question Three

How do USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots describe the challenges of creating work/life
balance in their career?

Sub-question three examined the work/life balance that MQ-9 instructor pilots experience

and allowed an understanding of the experiences that influence their decision to terminate their
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military career. Work/life balance has been identified as a significant contributor to employee
satisfaction and subsequent retention, with career fields that allow for a balance between work
and an employee’s other needs seeing lower rates of turnover (George, 2015; Karatepe, 2013;
Kossivi et al., 2016). Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory suggests that workplace
satisfaction can influence an individual’s intent to remain in their current career, thus
highlighting the theoretical value of this question. Further, Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory
suggests that one of the key influences of an individual’s workplace motivation is their personal
goals, which may not all be work-related. If the instructor pilot values being able to balance their
workload with the opportunity to have balanced free time and opportunities outside of work,
their work/life balance experiences should be examined. This sub-question allowed for a robust
understanding of the central research question, highlighting the shared experiences in challenges
with work/life balance and the subsequent influence on attrition.
Definitions
1. Active Duty Service Commitment: A binding contract shared between an individual the
United States Air Force that entails their required length of service (Bressett, 2018).
2. MQ-9 Reaper: An armed, multi-mission aircraft that is remotely operated via satellite
(United States Air Force, 2015).
3. Remotely Piloted Aircraft: An unmanned aircraft that is operated via satellite (ICAO,
n.d.)
Summary
Through the background information that this first chapter provided, it has become
increasingly apparent that our nation’s security is reliant upon a technological system whose

human component has not been adequately supported. The problem is that the United States Air
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Force is facing a manning crisis, particularly among its rated officers, at a rate in which they
cannot sustain through training replacement pilots alone (Bressett, 2018; Switzer, 2020; Terry et
al., 2019). If the United States hopes to maintain its capability to solve these problems and thus
bring technological domination to its enemies and preserve its dominant military force, it must
reverse the previous failures it has experienced in supporting RPA training and operations
(Bressett, 2018; USGAO, 2020). Thus, the purpose of this transcendental phenomenology was to
describe the shared experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots who were considering discontinuing
military service at the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU, with the intent of describing the current
shortcomings that must be rectified if there is to be a future in the RPA enterprise. If a solution to
current attrition rates cannot be identified and corrected, the nation risks losing military
objectives and American lives (Kreuzer, 2015). Through the application of the central research
question and three sub-questions, this research provided an understanding of the shared
experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots who terminate their careers and a potential pathway back

to a more stable MQ-9 community.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

Overview

A methodical review of scholarly literature is conducted to examine the problem of
United States Air Force (USAF) MQ-9 instructor pilot attrition and the impact that unmet needs
may have on their decision to leave the military. Throughout this chapter, a review of the
relevant literature associated with the topic of study is presented. In the first section of the
chapter, Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory and its influence on employment fulfillment and
Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory and its role in employee motivation and satisfaction
are both discussed. In the second section, the scholarly literature related to the factors that
influence RPA instructor pilot attrition rates and the resultant implications for national defense is
considered. At the conclusion of this chapter, a gap in the literature is highlighted, identifying a
crucial need for the current study.

Theoretical Framework

Throughout this section, the two theories that guided this research are outlined, the
rationale behind their use is explained, and their value to the research is highlighted. The two
theories that were used to build the theoretical framework of this research include Vroom’s
(1964) expectancy theory and Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory, both of which are
theories of motivation. Motivational theories provide an opportunity for researchers to build a
research framework that increases their comprehension of why humans tend to behave in certain
ways and how these behaviors can be capitalized upon in improving workplace productivity
(Kanfer & Chen, 2016; Latham, 2012; Manganelli et al., 2018). Though both of these theories
are defined as motivational theories, Vroom’s (1964) theory is defined as a process motivation

theory, while Herzberg et al.’s (1959) theory is defined as a content motivation theory. The
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combination of both process and content motivation theories in this theoretical framework allows
for a thorough understanding of both the internal and external factors that influence an
employee’s workplace motivation and their resultant behaviors (Sahito & Vaisanen, 2017).
Expectancy Theory

Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory is a process motivation theory that explores the
precursors of motivation and how they are connected. This theory was one of the first
motivational theories applied specifically to the workplace, which was further refined by Porter
and Lawler’s (1968) model of intrinsic and extrinsic work motivation. Unlike many motivational
theories that focus on content or which factors motivate an employee to do well in the
workplace, expectancy theory instead focuses on the thought processes that drive an individual’s
motivation. The theory suggests that there is a relationship between a person’s perception of
what they will receive in reward for hard work and the resultant effort that they will put into their
work (Vroom, 1964). Further, it proposes that the effect of this perception and subsequent effort
will influence job performance and improve the outcome of the individual’s work (Lunenburg,
2011; Purvis et al., 2015). One essential aspect of this theory is that each person will be
influenced differently by their opinion on the attractiveness of the possible rewards, showing the
importance of an employer’s understanding of their employees’ priorities and goals (Purvis et al.,
2015). Rather than suggesting that an organization’s members work based on unmet needs or
internal drive, this theory provides a framework in which employees are viewed as rational
thinkers who weigh the benefit of their actions against the potential organizational reward
(Lunenburg, 2011).

Four variables are thought to influence an individual’s motivation in the workplace,

including individual performance, personal goals, individual effort, and organizational rewards
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(Parijat & Bagga, 2014). The link between these variables creates Vroom’s (1964) three
principal relationships of expectancy theory: expectancy (E), instrumentality (I), and valence
(V). Expectancy is an employee’s belief that their efforts will improve their workplace
performance. Instrumentality is the understanding that hard work will be rewarded with a
positive outcome. Valence is the value that an employee places on that workplace outcome.
Thus, expectancy theory can be defined with the following equation: motivation=E x I x V. Itis
important to recognize that in this relationship, if any variable is equal to zero, then overall
motivation will also equal zero (Vroom, 1964). With this calculation and conceptual
understanding, Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory can allow employers to anticipate whether or
not employees will respond positively to the workplace outcomes provided and thus work harder
than otherwise (Barba-Sanchez & Atienza-Sahuquillo, 2017; Parijat & Bagga, 2014).

Vroom’s (1964) theory and its intertwined variables have been discussed, scrutinized,
and tested in both academic and workplace environments, which has proved its validity and
value in various settings (Lloyd & Mertens, 2018). Vroom (1964) saw a significant need for a
more in-depth understanding of motivation that could connect the vastly different practices of
organizational leaders and the current psychological research theories. The multi-faceted design
of expectancy theory has proven valuable in examining the motivational differences of not only
individuals but between cultures, unlike the more simplistic approaches of Maslow’s (1943)
hierarchy of needs or Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory (Parijat & Bagga, 2014). In
modern workplace management, this theory has proven especially useful as organizations find
themselves spread out across cultures globally (Lloyd & Mertens, 2018). With different cultures

valuing certain rewards differently, the objective nature of expectancy theory allows for
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researchers to gain a better understanding of the true driving forces of motivation (Hofstede,
1980).

Over the past sixty years, Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory has advanced many areas of
research, including employee compensation, leadership, and organizational behavior (Baumann
& Bonner, 2017; De Simone, 2015; Purvis et al., 2015). It is also thought to relate to workplace
attrition, performance and productivity, training motivation, goal setting, and organizational
commitment (Van Eerde & Thierry, 1996). This theory has been recognized as one of the most
accepted and evidentially supported motivational theories, with numerous studies testing the
precision of expectancy theory’s ability to forecast employee behavior (Ivancevich et al., 1990;
Supatn & Puapradit, 2019). Expectancy theory has also been examined within large federal
organizations, showing that organization-wide rewards influence the job satisfaction of each
employee and that expectancy can significantly influence federal employee applicant withdrawal
(Acikgoz & Sumer, 2018; Soyoung & Sungchan, 2017). Due to its scholarly acceptance and
application to the examination of MQ-9 instructor pilot attrition within the USAF, this theory
provided a valuable framework for the research at hand.

Two-Factor Theory

Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor, or motivation-hygiene theory, is a content motivation
theory that found its roots in Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs. In the beginning phases of
research, Herzberg et al. (1959) hypothesized that due to the many factors that impact workplace
satisfaction or dissatisfaction, these two subjects could not be measured on the same scale
because the factors were not the same. The researchers thought that there would be distinct
factors that would create negative attitudes and others that would create positive attitudes toward

the workplace. However, as the research progressed, the researchers determined that the two
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factors of motivation and hygiene could negatively or positively influence job satisfaction, thus
allowing for both subjects to be examined at once with a two-factor approach (Alshmemri et al.,
2017). Motivation factors were defined as factors that influenced self-actualization and personal
growth. These factors could include recognition, responsibility, workplace advancement,
achievement, and others (Chiat & Panatik, 2019). Hygiene factors were defined as an employee’s
requirement to avoid any unpleasant workplace scenarios (Alshmemiri et al., 2017). This type of
factor could be a company policy, an employee’s relationship with their supervisor,
compensation, or work conditions (Herzberg, 1966, 2003). As both of these types of factors were
found to influence satisfaction, it was posited that the motivation factors were related to attitude,
while hygiene factors were inherent to the work and workplace itself (Alshmemri et al., 2017,
Stello, 2011).

The two factors in Herzberg et al.’s (1959) motivation-hygiene theory can also be
differentiated as intrinsic and extrinsic factors, with motivation factors as intrinsic and hygiene as
extrinsic. Although it was determined that these factors could be examined on the same
continuum, it is important to note that they both influence satisfaction differently. Through their
research, Herzberg et al. (1959) found that hygiene factors could not create job satisfaction; they
only served to increase job dissatisfaction when hygiene factors are poor and reduce job
dissatisfaction when they are improved. Likewise, the presence of motivation factors increases
job satisfaction, but the absence of motivation factors does not decrease job satisfaction; instead,
it only produces no job satisfaction (Herzberg et al., 1959). When a workplace can be described
as “optimal,” dissatisfaction will not necessarily exist, but in such conditions, overly positive
attitudes or high levels of job satisfaction cannot be expected from employees (Alshmemri et al.,

2017; Mc Glynn et al., 2012).
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Some early research indicated the that two-factor theory might only be reliable when
examining employees who have an elevated need for social approval from their employers (Wall
& Stephenson, 1970). However, Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory has been recognized
as one of the most valuable and significant content motivation theories in the job satisfaction
literature, as well as one of the most effective satisfaction models in many career fields
including, healthcare, research, federal and municipal governments, and finance (Alrawahi et al.,
2020; Dion, 2006; Habib et al., 2017; Mc Glynn et al., 2012; Ozsoy, 2019; Ruthankoon &
Ogunlana, 2003; Thant & Chang, 2021). Although this theory has been extensively applied in the
human resource management of these various fields, it has also shown its value in understanding
how to improve the leadership and environment of educational facilities (Alshmemri et al., 2017,
Atalig et al., 2016). As educators often devote huge amounts of their time to students while
receiving limited support, lackluster pay, and few opportunities for advancement, the application
of this theory within the field is worthwhile (Ghazi et al., 2013).

The nature of this theory’s in-depth examination of workplace factors that influence
employee satisfaction or dissatisfaction causes this theoretical basis to be an outstanding
framework with which to examine the retention problems facing the USAF, as many of its
motivation and hygiene factors are potentially lacking. This research is valuable to furthering the
knowledge base behind Herzberg et al.’s (1959) motivation-hygiene theory, as it specifically
examined the influence of the factors on the well-being of employees who cannot simply quit
and must fulfill a contract before they can shift to a work environment that better supports their
needs.

Theoretical Application
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Both Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory and Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory
are motivation theories that have application in the USAF’s MQ-9 instructor pilot retention
problem. These theories recognize the fact that there are many factors that can either motivate or
demotivate employees and that if motivators are not in place, employees will not be encouraged
to meet their full potential (Lunenburg, 2011; Stello, 2011). However, due to the theories’
differences, they are complementary in examining why MQ-9 instructor pilots have unmet needs
and a resultant disinterest in continuing their military career. Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory
provides a great deal of value in examining both the individual and shared goals that motivate
MQ-9 instructor pilots, whereas Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory allows for a more in-
depth examination of what workplace factors influence job dissatisfaction and burnout
(Alshmemri et al., 2017; Purvis et al., 2015). Utilizing both of these theories in conjunction to
describe the shared experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots and their feelings of motivation and
job satisfaction allowed for the expansion of knowledge related to workplace motivation, adding
to the scholarly literature associated motivation in a manner that has not been completed before.

As mentioned previously, both Vroom’s (1964) and Herzberg et al.’s (1959) motivation
theories were used as a theoretical framework in all stages of this study. More specifically, these
two theories were heavily utilized to guide the research question formulation and data analysis.
As this study was written with the aim to describe the perceived factors that influence MQ-9
instructor pilots’ attrition, ultimately, the research highlighted the motivational factors that were
influencing their decision to leave the USAF. Thus, the research questions were structured using
both theories to focus on the intrinsic and extrinsic factors that MQ-9 instructor pilots deemed
influential on their decision-making when considering terminating their careers. Furthermore,

once the data had been collected and themes were identified, these motivational theories were
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used to guide the coding of these themes into similar groupings. Through the utilization of both
Vroom’s (1964) and Herzberg et al.’s (1959) theories, the focus of the research was more easily
maintained.
Related Literature

The following sections of this chapter describe the literature related to the shared
experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots who are considering discontinuing their military career at
the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU. The first section of this literature review covers the history of remotely
piloted aircraft from origin to their current-day applications (Shaker & Wise, 1988; USGAO,
2020). Additionally, this literature review discusses the unique retention problems that face both
educators and military members, as MQ-9 instructor pilots fall into both categories (Hendricks,
2014; USGAOQ, 2020). Finally, the factors that influence retention in the military are discussed,
such as compensation, mental health, leadership, and culture, as well as the implications that the
MQ-9 instructor pilot retention problem can have for national defense.
Remotely Piloted Aircraft

Remotely piloted aircraft or “RPAs” (also previously referenced as unmanned aerial
systems or unmanned aerial vehicles) are defined as aircraft that are operated without a pilot
physically inside the aircraft but that instead operate the aircraft via remote control from another
location (Farrell, 2014). The Department of Defense currently utilizes thousands of RPAs,
valued in the hundreds of millions of dollars price range, within all four branches of the military
and the National Guard for both domestic training and overseas operations (Department of
Defense, 2012; Fahey & Miller, 2017; Norton, 2016; United States Air Force, 2009). Since its
beginning, the aviation community has “envisioned a future in which promising new

technologies can solve such age-old matters as the fog and friction of war,” an area in which
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these RPAs have continued to excel (Kreuzer, 2015, p. 69). Although RPAs are recognized as
gravely important to national defense, the pilots who fly them are facing problems. Since 2016,
RPA personnel in the USAF have been manned below the authorized level and face significant
instructor shortages (USGAO, 2020). This substandard manning has resulted in increased
workloads, which has been indicated in stress, mental health problems, dissatisfaction, and
further decreased retention in RPA pilots (Chappelle et al., 2014; Hardison et al., 2017; Ouma et
al., 2011). Though it is apparent that the military is entering an era of revolution in unmanned
aircraft, a decrease in the retention of RPA pilots presents a continuing concern that deserves
further research and study (Stulberg, 2007; USGAOQO, 2020).
Origin

The first use of RPAs dates back to the early 1900s, shortly after humans left the Earth’s
surface in the first manned flight. Great losses of life in the first few years of World War I drove
the British to begin researching remotely controlled aircraft that could be equipped with bombs
and glided behind enemy lines to limit human fatalities (Shaker & Wise, 1988). By 1917, their
army had developed an airborne torpedo that could be controlled remotely. The British
anticipated that these aerial torpedoes could be used for the destruction of submarines or
shipyard facilities, but they were only capable of flying roughly 1000 yards (Keane & Carr,
2013). Shaker and Wise (1988) highlight that in 1918 improvements of remote aircraft, as the
first unmanned airplane launched and flew on course. However, while it was more successful, it
failed to reach the 14,500-yard range that was expected. Regardless of their prior limitations, the
British army was able to provide a highly useful unmanned asset called the Kettering Bug
(Shaker & Wise, 1988). The Kettering Bug, created by Charles Kettering in conjunction with

Orville Wright and Childe Wills of the Ford Motor Company, was a flying bomb that could hit
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targets 50 miles from the launch area (Shaker & Wise, 1988). This valuable development in RPA
capabilities highlighted their value in military operations. By World War II, new prototypes of
RPAs had been created (Aggarwal & Kumar, 2020), but not a great deal of progress had been
made due to the limited technological ability of radio-controlled aircraft (Olsen, 1972). The
military continued to create unmanned aircraft, conducting some successful live attacks with
radio-controlled aircraft (Aggarwal & Kumar, 2020). However, their application was limited by
a lack of coordination which eventually resulted in the loss of many of the aircraft, wasted
money, and ultimately indifference from political entities (Olsen, 1972; Shaker & Wise, 1988).

After years of disinterest in RPAs, an unmanned aircraft called the Firebee was
developed for use in surface-to-air and air-to-air target practice during the Cold War (Corden &
Hansen, 1957). Chandler (2016) noted that this aircraft with an electronic brain was a pilotless
turbo-jet aircraft that could fly at near sonic speeds. The aircraft was operated by individuals on
the ground in remote control stations that could be miles away from the Firebee itself. The
Firebee was an outstanding opportunity for high-speed jets to practice targeting and shooting
down enemy forces without putting other pilots’ lives at risk (Chandler, 2016). Even though the
Firebee was a success, the creation of unmanned aircraft stagnated. This was again due mainly to
technological deficiencies and political constraints of the era, resulting in RPAs being relatively
unused and undeveloped from the 1970s to the 1990s (Stulberg, 2007). However, after the
terrorist attacks that took place on September 11, 2001, there would be a significant increase in
both the development and employment of unmanned military aircraft (Rinehart, 2017).
Modern Use

Up until the 2001 terrorist attacks, RPAs were a transient desire in most military

scenarios, as they were only occasionally useful for specific operational threats. When the United
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States declared war on Afghanistan in 2001, there were under 50 RPAs in the USAF’s arsenal,
and they had never been used in a combat setting (Rinehart, 2017). However, since the early
2000s, the United States of America has employed RPAs to fly tens of thousands of hours in
support of the interests of itself and its allies in combat zones (Asaro, 2013; Kreuzer, 2015;
Stulberg, 2007). Unlike their predecessors, the modern MQ-9 Reaper and MQ-1 Predator are
highly advanced RPAs that can be operated in various combat environments for upwards of 24
hours (Ouma et al., 2011). These advanced aircraft are able to be operated by RPA pilots from
thousands of miles away via satellite communication to provide real-time imagery, information,
and targeting (Chappelle et al., 2014; Coeckelbergh, 2013; USGAOQO, 2020).

With these advances in technology, RPAs have been used to provide intelligence,
surveillance, and reconnaissance ground forces, integrate with other aircraft, and destroy enemy
targets, all without putting their crews’ lives in danger (Keane & Carr, 2013). Their use has been
recognized repeatedly by senior military officials as an essential force multiplier and a
transformational aircraft that can manage incredibly high workloads (Farrell, 2014; United States
Air Force, 2009). Congressional representatives expect that RPAs will be responsible for up to
35% of strike missions by 2025, and the demand for unmanned aircraft has only continued to
grow (Department of Defense, 2012; Stulberg, 2007). Due to remarkable combat success in the
Middle East and other nations, several new mission sets have been generated for the RPA
community. These missions include disaster relief, agriculture, firefighting, border patrol, and
future air-to-air engagements, as well as many other developing areas of employment that have
yet to be implemented (Aggarwal & Kumar, 2020; Ouma et al., 2011; Stulberg, 2007).

The Retention Problem
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Retaining employees is a top concern for nearly every type of organization, as it is a
complicated balance of maintaining workplace satisfaction, organizational profitability, and
employee productivity (Aguenza & Som, 2018; Geiger & Pivovarova, 2018; Naz et al., 2020;
Tehseen & Hadi, 2015). In the exceedingly competitive global market that exists today, not only
do organizations need to attract highly qualified and motivated employees, but they must also
work to retain such employees in order to prevent them from joining a competing organization
(Kossivi et al., 2016). The human capital that employees provide a company with is known to be
one of the most valuable assets any organization can acquire, and without investing cognitive
effort into the retention of employees, an organization risks failure (Gab¢anova, 2011). This
complex set of tasks has created retention problems for many career fields, but these problems
are especially prevalent in career fields that rely on government funding like the military and
education system (Hendricks, 2014; USGAO, 2020).

Military Retention

Military programs in both the United States of America and other nations have faced
problems with retaining well-qualified members for decades (Bressett, 2018; Otis & Straver,
2008; Sminchige, 2016; Wilcove et al., 1991). The issues driving this problem are diverse and
include factors such as deficient healthcare, lackluster pay rates, leadership problems, and mental
health issues (Falk & Karamcheva, 2018; Hardison et al., 2017; Stahl, 2015). Similarly, the
USAF is currently facing a significant pilot shortage that negatively influences its ability to meet
congressional flying expectations (Thompson, 2018; USGAQO, 2020). While many of the same
factors that were previously mentioned contribute to the USAF’s pilot retention problem, high
hiring rates and extremely competitive pay offered by the civilian airlines also contribute

substantially (Sweeney, 2015; Thompson, 2018). The USAF has worked toward improving pay,
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reducing workloads, and prioritizing family life, but it has yet to achieve equilibrium with how
many members choose to leave before retirement, posing a significant threat to the future of the
USAF (Asch, 2019; Hensel, 2016).

Although the military as a whole has been facing retention problems, this issue is highly
problematic in the area of MQ-9 instructor pilots. The USAF has expressed concern that it will
be unable to attract and retain MQ-9 pilots to the career field due to growing dissatisfaction and
unrest (Hardison et al., 2017). The United States Government Accountability Office (2020) has
identified that this issue is becoming more prevalent in higher ranking positions, with one
example being MQ-9 instructor pilot positions at the USAF’s main MQ-9 formal training unit.
MQ-9 instructor pilots at the formal training unit have been historically understaffed, with only
75% of instructor pilot billets filled as of September 2019 (USGAO, 2020). It is thought that part
of this issue stems from operational squadrons being unable to properly train their experienced
pilots as instructor pilots before their arrival at the formal training unit due to having only 80%
of their pilot billets filled (Hardison et al., 2017). This inability to fully train instructors before
their arrival at the formal training unit does not align with USAF regulations, which has driven a
higher workload for qualified instructor pilots as their colleagues spend additional time in
training (Air Force Instruction, 2020; USGAO, 2020). From as early as 2006, the formal training
unit has been indicated as the limiting factor in the timely training of MQ-9 pilots in support of
national defense objectives, making this situation a cyclical and self-perpetuating problem for the
USAF and the MQ-9 enterprise as a whole (Department of Defense, 2006; United States Air
Force, 2009).

Educator Retention



42

Numerous studies have identified the fact that educational systems worldwide are facing
a growing problem in retaining educators (De Stercke et al., 2015; Gonzalez-Escobar et al.,
2020; Karsenti et al., 2013). Gonzalez-Escobar et al. (2020) highlight that this problem is
particularly serious since many teachers are leaving the educational field before their five-year
mark. This has been a longstanding problem, with inexperienced teacher dropout rates as high as
50% dating back to 2003 (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003). These attrition rates for educators are
significantly higher than the attrition rates seen in other career fields (Liu & Meyer, 2005).
Although this problem has been well known for decades, it appears that little progress has been
made in finding a solution to increasing educational attrition rates (Gonzalez-Escobar et al.,
2020). The failure to address this problem is particularly concerning, as teachers who remain in
the education field have higher experience levels and tend to be more successful in increasing
student achievement (Harris & Sass, 2011; Rockoff, 2004). Educator turnover can harm students,
as experienced teachers take their skill, ability, and emotional support away from the school and
their students when they choose to leave (Ronfeldt et al., 2013; Tehseen & Hadi, 2015). While
the reasons behind why educators are quitting teaching at higher rates than previously seem to
have not been entirely identified, it has been found that the environment, salary, ability in
decision-making, administration, and many other factors contribute to why educators are
unhappy with their career choice (Geiger & Pivovarova, 2018; Thibodeaux et al., 2015; Tickle et
al., 2011).
Factors that Influence Retention

Retention is a significant problem facing organizational leaders in not only the education
field and the military but numerous other areas (Bressett, 2018; De Stercke et al., 2015; Strachan

et al., 2015). Losing and replacing a successful employee is an increasingly costly issue for
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organizations, as it costs not only the company money but also time, productivity, and
experience (Booth-Kewley et al., 2017; Tehseen & Hadi, 2015). Though there is no one factor
that can improve an organization’s ability to retain its employees, there are several areas that
have been highlighted as influential in influencing a member’s decision to remain in the
workplace or quit. These factors include but are not limited to compensation, organizational
culture, leadership abilities, mental health, and work conditions (Armour & Ross, 2017;
Hendricks, 2014; Kim et al., 2020; Shabane et al., 2017).

Compensation

In line with Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory, compensation has been found to be a
powerful motivator or demotivator and a contributing factor in employee retention (Hendricks,
2014; Michael et al., 2016; Springer et al., 2016). Compensation can exist in many different
forms, such as organizational benefits, incentive stock options, commission pay plans, or
bonuses for additional work or time (Mercer et al., 2010). Employees have come to expect these
types of compensation as the norm, with 401Ks, comprehensive healthcare benefits, and
competitive salaries having been indicated as the most sought-after compensatory rewards of
younger and older professionals alike (Zaharee et al., 2018). Compensation or the lack thereof
can lead to employees seeking out better work and compensation opportunities, increasing an
organization’s turnover (Msengeti & Obwogi, 2015; Silaban & Syah, 2018).

Conversely, studies have shown that there is a positive relationship between employee
compensation or other rewards and the length of time they remain within the organization (Kline
& Hsieh, 2007; Michael et al., 2016). Though compensation is not the only effective type of
workplace incentive, it carries a great deal of influence as it can improve workplace satisfaction

and performance (Falk & Karamcheva, 2018; Hendricks, 2014). When employees feel
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appropriately compensated and valued by their organization, they have higher levels of
workplace commitment and satisfaction, thus reducing their desire to search for alternative
employment (Pertiwi & Supartha, 2021). The value of workplace commitment has been
highlighted as one of the key indicators of performance, as committed individuals exhibited
higher personal work expectations and felt a greater ability to manage their workload (Loan,
2020). This knowledge suggests that organizations can leverage their human resource
management teams to improve pay and improve resultant employee turnover, satisfaction, and
performance (Aburumman et al., 2020; Bibi et al., 2017).

Military Compensation. The topic of compensation is even more difficult to deal with
for the military, as pay budgets are very strict, regardless of the fact that military pay makes up
roughly one-third of the Department of Defense’s annual budget (Asch, 2019). This
compensation scheme has been in place for decades, with data from as early as the 1990s
indicating that a military member’s salary should fall around the 70" percentile of civilian pay
for similarly educated civilians if the military is to recruit and retain well-qualified members
(Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, 2002). As the military
has been an all-volunteer force since the 1970s, quality pay is an important influence on
maintaining appropriate staffing levels for its various career fields (Hosek et al., 2018). Further,
research has shown that periods where the military has offered higher compensation, better
qualified and higher quality members were recruited and retained (Smith et al., 2020).
Regardless of the United States military’s attempts, civilian career fields often seem to be more
financially valuable than military ones, which may encourage members to leave (Hodges, 2015).

Similar to the rest of the military, USAF MQ-9 pilot compensation and retention have

been identified as a problem (Carlisle, 2016). To avoid this pitfall, the USAF has tried to make



45

its pay rates more competitive with the civilian market without exceeding the money it has been
allocated (USGAO, 2020). Starting as early as when the USAF began diverting manned aircraft
pilots to RPA pilot jobs in 2012 as the MQ-1 and MQ-9 became desirable wartime assets,
incentive pay has been offered in an attempt to keep MQ-9 pilots from leaving the service
(Carlisle, 2016; Hardison et al., 2012). Between issues of pilots wanting to return to their
primary aircraft and civilian employers offering significantly more money than the USAF can
budget, retaining pilots, even with incentive pay, has been a significant struggle (Hardison et al.,
2012). Since these early actions, the USAF has undertaken numerous initiatives to improve RPA
pilot compensation like the addition of aviation pay for RPA pilots and large re-enlistment
bonuses (Carlisle, 2016; Terry et al., 2019). The United States Government Accountability
Office (2020) recognized that this improvement in compensation was accomplished through
special aviation pay, re-enlistment bonuses, and RPA assignment incentives. However, even with
these incentives, it was found that over multiple focus groups comprised of RPA pilots, this pay
would not alleviate the factors they were weighing when considering leaving their career
(USGAO, 2020).

Educator Compensation. Compensation in the education field and its influence on
performance and retention has been a highly debated topic for years (Aragon, 2016; Kelley,
1997). This is due in part to the fact that educator shortages across the country have become
commonplace, with compensation having been cited as one contributor to their attrition (Daniel,
2015; Hendricks, 2014; Millard, 2015). In the United States K-12 school systems, the salary
regime has remained relatively unchanged for decades. Often called a single salary schedule, pay
for teachers typically rises based on the number of years the teacher has been teaching and their

resultant experience (Odden, 2000; Springer, 2019). While this has been challenged over the
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years, with merit-based pay being indicated as more encouraging as a retention measure, it has
remained in place throughout the country (Odden, 2000). Pay-for-performance programs that
drive incentive pay for school districts that perform well on standardized tests have been
implemented, but their value has been debated (Mintrop et al., 2018). Further, as federal and
state legislators determine the funding and resultant pay of most educators, teacher wages tend to
be relatively similar between locations. This causes a significant pay gap in areas where labor
markets are thriving, and other professionals’ wages may be high (Britton & Propper, 2016). For
example, in 2021, the National Council on Teacher Quality indicated that the average educator’s
salary is 13-20% less than that of similarly educated professionals (Saenz-Armstrong, 2021).
While attrition and teacher shortages are negatively influencing school districts, the true
victims of their attrition are the students. Research has suggested that there is a link between
educator compensation, their resultant effort in the workplace, and the success of their students
(Dolton & Marcenaro-Gutierrez, 2011; Hendricks, 2014; Tehseen & Hadi, 2015). Hendricks
(2014) found that adequate educator pay improves the success of students through an increase in
retained experience. This occurs as when more teachers are retained, fewer are replaced with
inexperienced educators, increasing the knowledge, practice, and ability of the educator students
are exposed to (Hendricks, 2014). In line with this idea, studies have shown that there is a direct
link between educator experience and student achievement (Harris & Sass, 2011; Papay & Kraft,
2015). Harris and Sass (2011) found that teachers learn best by actually teaching in the
classroom, and therefore become better educators and promote better learning over time. As a
result, attrition negatively influences average experience levels within school systems, thus
driving lower levels of student performance. These issues within the educational community

highlight the value of understanding how compensation influences their retention.
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Culture

Culture has been a hot topic in organizational retention research for many years (Hértel,
2008; Nikpour, 2017; Sheridan, 1992). Culture is often defined as the values and actions that are
accepted as normal within a group or organization (Wilson, 2008). Organizational culture is
often responsible for the attachment that an employee feels to their employer, their coworkers,
their supervisors, and it has been noted as a predictor of military members’ outcomes concerning
re-enlistment intent, morale, job performance, and readiness (Booth-Kewley et al., 2017). The
social support that often results from a positive work culture can improve an employee’s self-
esteem, provide coping mechanisms for stress, enhance workplace satisfaction, and reduce the
intention to quit (Hagihara et al., 2003; Kim et al., 2020). Naz et al. (2020) found that when
employees felt supported by their organizations, peers, and supervisors, they also felt more
committed and obligated to them, driving reciprocation of support, increased time with the
organization, and a lower likelihood to leave. With that being said, the opposite can also be true
about organizational culture. Negative work cultures can be prevalent, regardless of the career
field that is examined (Lindy & Schaefer, 2010). Often referenced as toxic, these negative
organizational cultures can be fostered in organizations where leaders do not value their
employees’ well-being and emotional needs or allow coworkers to do the same (Hartel, 2008).
As a positive organizational culture has been found to increase productivity and employee
commitment, negative cultures have been found to drive opposite reactions (Nikpour, 2017).
Negative organizational cultures can cause feelings of fear and anxiety to fester, while trust and
communication dwindle (Hértel, 2008; Van Rooij & Fine, 2018). Due to these factors,
organizational culture has been deemed as highly significant in influencing employee retention

(Anitha, 2016; Licklider, 2011).
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Military Culture. While the military differs in its mission, which is typically founded in
a willingness to take or lose life in the name of the national defense, culture tends to develop in a
similar manner to any corporate organization (Wilson, 2008). While culture develops in a similar
way, the military fosters a unique subset of culture within the United States of America, where
uniformity, self-sacrifice, and self-control are expected (Bennett, 2018). This mindset is created
through training that forces members to rely on one another in order to succeed, which in turn
creates a culture where members are willing to take actions in dangerous situations that civilians
may not (Drozd, 2020). This type of training generates a culture where members tend to see
themselves as part of a group rather than individuals, which allows them to utilize their skills in
battle quickly and correctly (Petrovich, 2012). While this uniformity may be beneficial in
mission success, the military’s homogeneity is also known to drive a toxic culture that is more
likely to accept eating disorders, sexual assault, and avoidance of help for mental disorders
(Abraham et al., 2017; Bennett, 2018; Ferrell et al., 2021). Stressful negative workplace cultures
have been identified as being significantly influential on an employees’ intention to continue
with the organization (Vong et al., 2018).

In line with the retention and culture literature discussed thus far, Hardison et al. (2017)
found that positive work cultures in the RPA pilot community can lead to increased levels of
camaraderie and progressive attitudes toward their work environment, which could even mitigate
some of the more negative workplace problems and subsequent retention. Similar to the
demanding self-sacrifice culture that most military units foster, RPA crews typically work for
10+ hours a day, six days straight, and this arduous operations tempo is accepted as not only
normal but necessary (Carlisle, 2016). This accepted cultural norm causes RPA crews to

experience high levels of stress, burnout, and dissatisfaction, all of which contribute to problems
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with retention within the career field (Terry et al., 2019). Carlisle (2016) recognizes that these
are known issues that the military is trying to actively correct but are inherent to military work
and completion of the mission.

Educator Culture. Culture has been indicated as one of the fundamental requirements
for improvement and innovation in the education career field (Corbo et al., 2016). Academic
culture, a decades-old concept, is the foundation upon which an educational institutions’ values
and beliefs are built (Peterson & Spencer, 1990). Educational faculty members’ attitudes are
heavily influential on an organizations’ academic culture, both positively and negatively
(Walters, 2016). Like any organization, deep-rooted cultural norms can cause educators to avoid
implementing new practices that could be beneficial to improving student outcomes (Henderson
& Dancy, 2007). With education being a nearly timeless construct, fostering new cultures to
circumvent a toxic organizational culture can be difficult and requires significant effort and
training from leadership (Khamidovna, 2020). One such toxic academic culture that plagues
many institutions is academic dishonesty or plagiarism, which can destroy the institution’s
credibility and standing, as well as that of its employees, researchers, and students (Yang, 2016).
Such results of toxic culture can have a significant influence on an organizations’ ability to retain
its employees (Anitha, 2016).

Leadership

Leadership capability has been shown to have a significant influence on employee
retention (Mir et al., 2020; Shabane et al., 2017; Sminchise, 2016). Research has shown that
leaders must be cautious in how their leadership style, skill, and overall behavior can influence
their employees’ opinions and willingness to follow commands (Thibodeaux et al., 2015). Tickle

et al. (2011) found that support from administration positively influences a teacher’s job
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satisfaction, and their resulting satisfaction was a significant predictor in whether or not a teacher
intended to stay in their job. This idea held true outside of the educational career field as well,
with federal employees, nurses, and volunteers seeing decreases in turnover when their leaders
were seen as supportive and displayed favorable leadership styles (AbuAlRub & Nasrallah,
2017; Benevene et al., 2018; Katz et al., 2021). In numerous settings, positive leadership
relationships have also been identified as a mediating factor in workplace retention in career
fields like the educational field and the military, while negative leadership relationships have
shown the opposite (Armijo, 2017; Pflanz & Ogle, 2006; Tickle et al., 2011).

Military Leadership. The problems associated with military leadership are particularly
tricky to tackle, as military leadership includes not only a member’s direct supervisor and chain
of command but also senior military leaders as well (Sminchise, 2016). The United States
military is one of the largest organizations within America, and it follows the typical hierarchal
structure common to most militaries. Falling under the Department of Defense, the United States
military employs over 2.1 million active-duty, national guard, and reserve members (United
States Department of Defense, 2020). This large organization is made up of many units that are
often subdivided into teams that display low levels of skill differentiation but high levels of
authority differentiation (Goodwin et al., 2018). Similar to the civilian world, an employees’
loyalty, intention to stay, and engagement are all influenced by leadership satisfaction, but the
ability to influence leadership is much more restricted (Book et al., 2019). In line with this ideal,
military leadership has historically been autocratic, leaving little room for members to push back
or expect change to occur (Najafipour, 2016). This type of hierarchy is difficult to replicate in

civilian organizations, as military leaders are often highly involved in the personal details of a
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military member’s life, like relationships and finances, which can create a higher level of
leadership dependence (Kark et al., 2016).

Autocratic leadership has been the military standard for millennia, but many new and less
rigid leadership styles have become popular as the military enters an age where an individual’s
feelings and emotional well-being are seen as related to their ability to contribute to a team
(Surace, 2019; Wheelan, 2021). Over the last decade, research focused on military leadership
style has shown that there are substantial benefits to be had when military leaders employ
leadership styles like shared leadership, transformational leadership, and transactional leadership
rather than using the standard autocratic leadership structure (Arenas et al., 2017; Goodwin et al.,
2018; Waddell, 2019). Though no specific leadership style has been deemed the most valuable
within the military, it is important for military leaders to recognize that they must remain flexible
in their use of leadership skills in order to achieve the highest levels of success (Bin Osman &
Uli, 2014). This flexibility is incredibly important because a military leader’s leadership style has
been indicated in driving mission effectiveness, performance, and cohesion (Bucic et al., 2010;
Gupta et al., 2010; Lyubovnikova et al., 2017). With that said, Suifan et al. (2020) found that
employees who were empowered and provided greater leniency in leadership had higher
retention rates than those who did not, indicating that various types of leadership can influence a
military members’ happiness and intention to remain in the workplace.

Autocratic Leadership in the Military. Due to the size of the military and its gravely
important mission objectives, autocratic leadership has been the standard operating procedure for
years (Waddell, 2019). This is due to the fact that autocratic leadership allows for the swift
dissemination and execution of military orders, allowing critical information to be communicated

in a battlefield setting (Najafipour, 2016). Many of the decisions that must be made on the
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battlefield can result in serious consequences, such as the destruction of international
relationships or the loss of life, which highlights the value autocratic leadership provides to the
military. Under this leadership structure, experienced and highly educated leaders are able to
make these difficult decisions, with the decisions being passed down and carried out via the
chain of command, which causes it to be one of the safest ways to carry out military operations
(Kark et al., 2016).

While its rigid structure makes sense from a technical perspective, the use of autocratic
leadership in the military is known to have several detriments. One such problem with an
authoritarian leadership style is its tendency to foster toxic behaviors in a leader, which
resultantly can create low job satisfaction and fulfillment in subordinates (Dobbs & Do, 2019;
Gonzales, 2016). This is due to the leadership style’s inflexibility, disconnection from members’
emotional needs, and the resultant stress (Gonzales, 2016). Low satisfaction levels in military
members can cause a reduction in productivity and an increase in undesirable behaviors, which
places mission success at risk (Bin Osman & Uli, 2014). Martin et al. (2017) found that when
military members feel low levels of job satisfaction, they also experience lower personal
satisfaction, happiness, and feelings of distress. This often stems from the focus on personal
achievement that is highlighted as valuable in autocratic leadership rather than a focus on
teamwork (Martin et al., 2017). Further, when members are not focused on the team, they act
less creatively, decreasing mission success (Goodwin et al., 2018).

Transactional Leadership in the Military. The idea of transactional leadership was
defined by Bass (1985) alongside transformational leadership. While its origin was in the 1980s,
this leadership style has been revisited numerous times (Avolio & Bass, 2002; Kriiger et al.,

2011; Purwanto et al., 2019). This leadership style is named for the transactional relationship that
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is established between an organization and its employees, where organizations offer monetary or
non-monetary rewards like healthcare or retirement benefits in exchange for an employee’s
performance (Rowold, 2014). Transactional leadership tends to resemble management, as
opposed to true leadership, but it provides the benefit of a clear organizational structure and
chain of command and thus is regularly used in large, diverse organizations (Tavanti, 2008).
Although transactional leadership has both benefits and detriments, it is widely used in both the
United States and international militaries (Jayasingam, 2019; Martinez-Cdrcoles & Stephanou,
2017).

Transactional leadership is often represented in the military when a team leader offers
contingent rewards like praise, positive performance reports, or physical rewards for the teams’
completion of tasks, which provides several benefits (Jayasingam, 2019; Martinez-Corcoles &
Stephanou, 2017; Waddell, 2019; Zaleski, 2015). Martinez-Corcoles and Stephanou (2017)
found that one positive influence of transactional leadership in a military setting was the
improvement of safety and prevention of workplace mishaps, as its use predicted safety
participation and compliance. The positive or negative feedback presented for complying with
safety measures drove an increase in military members’ participation (Martinez-Cdrcoles &
Stephanou, 2017). Transactional leadership was found to be highly effective in the military
setting when the leader’s communication skills were high and clear expectations were
established, allowing for members to earn rewards regularly (Zaleski, 2015). One interesting
note in reference to the transactional leadership style’s weaknesses in a military setting is that the
success of this leadership style within military teams can be limited if the leader employing it
does not exhibit transformational leadership traits (Mokhber et al., 2015; Williams & Alshahrani,

2017).
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Transformational Leadership in the Military. Transformational leadership is a relatively
new leadership technique that owes much of its origins to James Burns (1978), who posited that
leaders must encourage their followers to work for more than a transactional existence. In order
to do this, leaders must focus their energy on uniting their followers and organization in one
interconnected purpose. Further, he suggested that transformational leaders should do more than
simply lead; instead, they should aspire to understand the needs and desires of their followers
(Burns, 1978). A true transformational leader is able to connect with his followers by showing
understanding of the struggles that their followers experience and high levels of time and care
spent in developing each individual (Dai et al., 2019).

Research has suggested that transformational leadership within the military results in the
most positive influence on subordinates, as leaders who use this style tend to promote the value
of their followers rather than themselves (McCleskey, 2014). Further, Garcia-Guiu et al. (2016)
found transformational leadership highly valuable in military teams, as it improved unit
cohesion. This held especially true in dangerous scenarios where military members were isolated
from their leadership, where their understanding of organizational goals allowed the proper
execution of orders regardless of leadership presence (Garcia-Guiu et al., 2016). This leadership
style has also been identified as a contributor to the success of military trainees and cadets
(Arenas et al., 2017; Gonzales, 2016). Specifically, Gonzales (2016) found that Reserve
Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) cadets led by transformational leaders typically expressed
greater feelings of autonomy, program satisfaction, decision-making, and creativity. Literature
supports the idea that these benefits stem from the collective identity that is created within
groups that are led by transformational leaders (Boies & Howell, 2009). Armijo (2017) found

that once these cadets graduate and reach their career within the military, being led by
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transformational leaders is additionally thought to improve the likelihood that they continue their
service in the military. In reference to a transformational leader, one military member stated: “he
made me want to be a Marine for the rest of my life. Not because of the Corps, but because of
what he showed me I could be,” highlighting the extreme influence a transformational military
leader can have on their subordinates (Armijo, 2017, p. 111).

Shared Leadership in the Military. A shared leader has been defined as one who has not
been formally appointed but shares responsibilities with team members when their skills are
applicable (Pearce et al., 2009). In opposition to the typical leadership structure, shared
leadership does not support the idea that a singular, authoritative leader is the most effective
team structure but instead promotes a lateral leadership structure between the leader and their
highly skilled followers when their expertise is needed (Goodwin et al., 2018; Pearce & Conger,
2003). The value of this leadership style is readily apparent in its application. Teams are better
able to meet their goals or produce results when shared leadership is applied, as the team
member with the greatest ability to operate under the current conditions is allowed to step up and
lead the team (Pearce et al., 2009).

Kark et al. (2016) suggest that shared leadership can be difficult for military members, as
their promotion through the ranks is dependent upon their individual contributions to the
military. For example, military officers must show they are progressing and stand out from
others through direct responsibility for the accomplishments of their subordinates (Kark et al.,
2016). This need for individual recognition can make the military a difficult place for leaders to
be willing to share their leadership and resultant rewards of success, which make humility crucial
in a military leader’s ability to employ shared leadership techniques successfully (Chiu et al.,

2016). With this said, high-level military leaders have recently realized that it is not possible for
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leaders to possess every piece of information required to run an organization, allowing shared
leadership to become popular (Kark et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2014). However, some military
members maintain that it is impossible for shared leadership to be applied within the context of
military operations, promoting the idea that it does not apply to many military situations
(Ramthun & Matkin, 2014). While it may be difficult to employ in certain situations, there are
numerous benefits to the use of shared leadership within the military.

Although it has been criticized as time-consuming, shared leadership is beneficial in
many settings, particularly in dangerous military settings (Langen, 2014; Ramthun & Matkin,
2014). Langen (2014) has found that shared leadership allows for rapid decision-making in
combat operations. This research determined that when leaders delegated in combat scenarios,
their subordinates were able to use their higher level of control to employ creative, innovating
decision-making in a timely manner that would not have been possible otherwise (Langen,
2014). Further, once the situation in which shared leadership was most beneficial is completed,
research has shown that subordinates were able to quickly and easily return to their roles as
followers, allowing for high levels of leadership flexibility and adaptability (Ramthun & Matkin,
2014). In addition to creativity, shared leadership fosters communication skills between team
members, allowing an expedited development of trust and a sense of unity between team
members and their leader (Hoch & Kozlowski, 2014). With the use of shared leadership
techniques, military leaders are best able to depend on the strengths of each of their team
members, rather than attempting to lead based on their skills alone (Gu et al., 2018). Over time,
this reliance upon one another is expected to improve the maturity and consistency of individual

members, causing increased motivation, confidence, and mission success (Aime et al., 2014).
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Educational Leadership. A great deal of research exists on educational leadership, as its
influence on educational outcomes for students is significant (Bridges, 1982; Castillo &
Hallinger, 2018; Gumus et al., 2018). Leadership literature has identified that the educational
sector has specific characteristics that cause it to require different leadership theories and models
than other fields (Bush, 2003; Castillo & Hallinger, 2018). While the education system can
benefit from other fields’ research in leadership, educational leaders focus solely on the goals
that align with improving students’ educational experiences and quality instead of producing a
product or satisfying a customer, causing the field to have unique leadership needs (Bush &
Sargsyan, 2013). As it differs from other leadership regimes, educational leadership has been
defined as influencing an institution’s employees to display and promote the school’s goals and
objectives (Firestone & Riehl, 2005). While there are numerous educational leadership styles,
some of the more prominently applied models include transformational leadership, ethical
leadership, instructional leadership, and distributed leadership (Bush & Glover, 2003; Gumus et
al., 2018; Tian et al., 2016).

Transformational Leadership in Education. Transformational leaders spend a great deal
of time and energy on understanding and connecting with their followers, which holds true in the
education field as well (Anderson, 2017; Dai et al., 2019). Similar to other organizational
applications of transformational leadership, early research of educational leadership found that
transformational leadership provided leaders with the skills to facilitate change, improve
performance, and meet school objectives (Leithwood, 1994). Further, teachers led by
transformational leaders are able to more easily learn new education techniques, develop
stronger critical-thinking skills, and establish new norms that influence institutional culture

(Simsek, 2013). This type of leadership has been indicated repeatedly as influential on educators’
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attitudes, job satisfaction, and ultimately their intention to stay in the career field, making it an
important leadership style to understand (Bush, 2017; Gumus et al., 2018; Thomas et al., 2020).

Ethical Leadership in Education. While transformational leadership has been
highlighted as a valuable leadership style, there have been instances of leaders who have applied
it in an unethical manner (Bush & Glover, 2003). Thus, ethical leadership, which is founded on
integrity and trustworthiness, has become more prevalent in schools (Brown & Trevifio, 2006;
Gumus et al., 2018; Trevino et al., 2000). Sometimes also called moral leadership, this leadership
model is based on the ideals of morality, fairness, and actions that align with the ethics of an
organization (Arar et al., 2016; Bush & Glover, 2003; Cherkowski et al., 2015). This type of
leadership typically creates an educational environment where teachers are able to improve their
morals through mentorship and tend to make more ethical choices, resulting in a better culture
(Cherkowski et al., 2015). This environment is able to mediate an educators’ intent to leave the
career field through job satisfaction and the overall well-being of employees (Ahmad et al.,
2018).

Instructional Leadership in Education. Instructional leadership became a hot topic in
the 1980s as an educational leadership model that could transform schools into highly effective
environments, and its popularity has continued to the modern-day (Hallinger et al., 2020). The
growing interest in instructional leadership has been noted as an indicator of the fields’ desire to
share leadership responsibilities collectively within departments rather than individually (Gumus
et al., 2018; Spillane, 2005). Some of the earliest descriptions of instructional leadership suggest
that it requires a leader who cares deeply about school climate, is dedicated to the institution’s
mission, and focuses on fostering teachers’ activities and actions that contribute to students’

success (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985; Leithwood et al., 1999). While it has many benefits, in
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order to be successful instructional leaders must have the expertise, authority, and knowledge to
project an institutional vision that uses all of the schools’ resources in order to achieve its
objectives (Geltner & Shelton, 1991; Leithwood et al., 1999). When leaders are appropriately
trained to apply instructional leadership, schools see better and more positive climates, higher
levels of satisfaction and commitment, and improved retention rates (Abbott & McKnight, 2010;
Boyce & Bowers, 2018).

Distributed Leadership in Education. Distributed leadership is one of the most highly
researched leadership styles in the education field, with interest growing significantly in the 21st
century (Gumus et al., 2018; Tian et al., 2016). Also called shared leadership or team leadership,
this leadership style focuses on the involvement of all members of the institution in the success
or failure of the organization, as well as their accountability for student outcomes (Leithwood,
2001; Spillane, 2005). Boyd et al. (2011) identified administrative leadership as the only
significant factor that predicted an educator’s intent to leave, with more than 40% of surveyed
teachers agreeing that leadership was the main reason for their attrition. Highlighting the value of
the distributed leadership model, research has shown that teachers who work under distributed
leadership models feel more involved and resultantly have higher levels of job satisfaction,
which leads to lower levels of teacher turnover (Ladd, 2011; Torres, 2019). This style of
leadership is likely able to achieve this through nurturing trust, delegation, and flexibility within
educational settings (Tian et al., 2016).

Mental Health

Mental health problems affect individuals of every region across the globe and often

damage their quality of life to the point of severe hopelessness or even suicide (Kleinman et al.,

2016). Long-term sustainment of poor mental health can even lead to significant physical
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problems like cancer and cardiovascular diseases (Prince et al., 2007). These issues have been
rising internationally for decades across all age groups (Alegria et al., 2015; Cornaglia et al.,
2015). Mental health has been identified as particularly influential in both the military and
education fields, driving decreased productivity, happiness, retention, and suicide (Acosta et al.,
2014; Reimann & Mazuchowski, 2018).

Mental Health in the Military. While there have been many advances in the military
mental health field, both the DOD and the Veterans Health Administration have noted that
barriers and stigma drive military members to regularly avoid seeking help for mental health
problems (Acosta et al., 2014; Mohatt et al., 2017). Research from Hom et al. (2017) that
reviewed 111 studies of military members and their mental health indicated that on average,
29.3% of members struggling with mental health did not seek help, with some of the studies
showing rates as high as 60-70% (Rosen et al., 2011; Seal et al., 2010). This is troubling, as
many military members returning from recent war operations experience PTSD, anxiety, moral
injury, nightmares, or another mental health problem, which is a significantly large number
(Blais et al., 2021; Greene-Shortridge et al., 2007; Koenig et al., 2019). While these wartime
factors are significant, it is important to note that most military members’ careers are spent
carrying out peacetime missions, indicating that the normal operating conditions and
occupational stress of military work can also influence their mental health and well-being
(Brooks & Greenberg, 2018; Pflanz, 2001). It is thought that one of the driving factors behind
why members do not seek help is the stigma associated with mental illness and resultant negative
work outcomes associated with that stigma (Acosta et al., 2014; Sharp et al., 2015; Waitzkin et
al., 2018). Sharp et al. (2015) identified two of the main concerns of military members were that

their units would treat them differently and that they may be seen as weak if they sought mental
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health help. With military members taking their lives at a rate of roughly 1% (males) to 3%
(females) higher than their civilian counterparts, mental health problems contribute significantly
to military retention problems (Reimann & Mazuchowski, 2018; Wright et al., 2012).

The work of an RPA pilot has been referred to as bureaucratized killing, or a career in
which the pilot is involved in determining life or death similar to that of a sniper: responsible for
death, but from afar (Asaro, 2013). This type of work can take a significant toll on a person’s
mental health and well-being (Chappelle et al., 2014). This is in addition to the normal
occupational stress that military members are known to have, with one study showing that more
than half of military members at a mental health facility indicated that non-combat stressors had
indicated to their mental health problems (Pflanz, 2001). Military members that crew RPAs have
been called “victims of their own success,” as they tend to suffer mentally or emotionally from
the successes of their missions (Hardison et al., 2017, p. xi). Stahl (2015) recognized that RPA
pilots face a challenge unique to their career field in that their family life and combat operations
lack a buffer of time and space, which causes a high level of stress that is not seen in other USAF
pilots. These types of stress can weigh heavily on the minds of military members and RPA crews
alike, leading to higher incidences of post-traumatic stress disorder as well as other mental health
problems (Armour & Ross, 2017; Gal et al., 2016; Reardon et al., 2016). While serious mental
health problems that cost the lives of those involved in the work of killing may not be the norm,
the emotional stress that it places on members and their families can potentially lead to
unsatisfying careers, domestic problems, marital issues, and subsequent problems with retention
(Hijazi et al., 2019; Mailey et al., 2018; Ogle et al., 2018).

Mental Health in the Educational Field. Teachers have been indicated as serving in a

profession that is at a high risk of workplace stress and subsequent mental health problems
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(Kovess-Masféty et al., 2007). Many mental health issues that teachers experience are thought to
come from the weight of ensuring the academic and personal development of their students,
paired with long hours and emotional investment (Zhang et al., 2020). Poor mental health can
lead to burnout, reduced job satisfaction, and attrition in schools (Glazzard & Rose, 2019; Gray
et al., 2017). Unfortunately, one study found that 36% of interviewed teachers avoid taking time
off for their mental health as they believe it will negatively impact their students and their
learning (Education Support Partnership, 2018). Unlike their more experienced counterparts,
first-year teachers encounter significantly more mental health problems, with anxiety and
depression becoming increasingly common (McLean et al., 2017). Resilience habits and
subsequent educator resiliency have been indicated as mediators to educator mental health, as
they reduce sadness and anxiety and improve quality of life (Gu et al., 2014; Lei & Wang, 2017).
Research has indicated that offering resilience training and tools to rookie educators could
reduce their stress levels and subsequently improve their retention (Doney, 2013). Zhang et al.
(2020) suggest that the education field needs to focus its efforts on providing resilience training
and removing barriers to teaching if it hopes to improve retention.
Work Conditions

An employee’s work conditions have been indicated as crucial to their intent to leave an
organization (Kundu & Lata, 2017; Ladd, 2011). Research has indicated that 80% of employees
consider leaving their company for ones with better work environments, highlighting the
importance of an organization’s creation of favorable work conditions if it hopes to continue
growth and profitability (Guchait & Cho, 2010; Luthans et al., 2008; Richman et al., 2008).
Work conditions are not defined as simply the quality of the workplace itself but also higher

leadership’s skills and opportunities for professional development (Ladd, 2011). Often it is not
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just workplace conditions that drive an employee to seek another job, but rather the interaction of
their work conditions along with other internal and external factors like the economy, leadership,
or social constructs (Fridriksson et al., 2017). These factors can significantly influence retention
or the lack thereof in various fields (De Stercke et al., 2015; Kundu & Lata, 2017; Vasterling et
al., 2015).

Military Work Conditions. Work conditions are difficult in the military, but
deployments, long hours, and other operational issues can take a further toll on the happiness and
retention of military members (Heilmann et al., 2009; Vasterling et al., 2015). Studies also show
that military members are chronically sleep-deprived, usually not from their choices, but instead
due to operations, work commitments, and misaligned sleep schedules (Shattuck et al., 2018).
These issues are known as unavoidable hardships that military service incurs. However, it is not
only the members that suffer, as long hours, temporary duty assignments, and deployments have
been indicated as detrimental to their families (Knobloch-Fedders et al., 2018, 2020).
Surprisingly, even when military members were not deployed, they showed high levels of both
physical and emotional fatigue associated with work, which often resulted in negative attitudes
and increased attrition (Frone & Blais, 2019).

Potentially in line with these known difficulties, Farrell (2014) found that the USAF has
increased the number of active study RPA pilots three-fold since 2008. This increase was mostly
due to increased RPA utilization, which has culminated in a significantly increased workload
(Farrell, 2014). Additionally, RPA pilots tend often work 10-hour shifts, up to six days in a row,
in order to meet mission requirements (Carlisle, 2016). This higher workload and diminished
work conditions have driven RPA pilots to report that high operations tempo is a significant

factor in whether or not they will remain in service (Stahl, 2015). While the USAF has taken
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some actions that can help address difficult work conditions, it has yet to fully analyze and
understand the challenges that RPA pilots face when balancing combat operations and their
personal lives (Farrell, 2014). When workloads and stress levels are high with limited time for
personal outlets, burnout is highly likely to occur (Alarcon, 2011; Hardison et al., 2017; Ouma et
al., 2011). This work/life imbalance can be difficult for military members to maintain for long
periods of time without affecting their family’s well-being (Heilmann et al., 2009). However,
when employees experience better work conditions and thus think positively about their career,
they tend to show lower levels of dissatisfaction and decreased intention to leave (Geiger &
Pivovarova, 2018; Perrachione et al., 2008). Kreuzer (2015) notes that organizations that hope to
develop a culture of innovation must recognize and appreciate their employees rather than
continuing the status quo of employee burnout and unhappiness.

Education Work Conditions. Poor work conditions have been identified as one of the
most influential predictors of educator retention (Horng, 2009; Ingersoll & May, 2012). Similar
to employees in other organizations, educators base much of their career decision-making on
salary and work conditions, and their commitment to the organization is based heavily on these
factors (Ladd, 2011). Additionally, poor leadership is noted as influential in work conditions and
subsequent educator turnover, while quality leadership was found to be a mediating factor to
poor work conditions with regard to educator retention (Ladd, 2011; Torres, 2019). Schools with
worse work conditions and problems hiring or retaining teachers are known to hurt lower-income
students that historically attend these schools in higher numbers than students from wealthier
families (Horng, 2009). These complex facets of work conditions play into an educator’s job
satisfaction, which is not only indicated in influencing retention but also in teacher productivity

and student performance (Geiger & Pivovarova, 2018; Tehseen & Hadi, 2015).
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Impact on National Defense

Technology is known to act as a force multiplier in war, and it is vital to the timely and
successful achievement of military objectives (Fahey & Miller, 2017; Kreuzer, 2015; Winnefeld
& Kendall, 2013). One technological advance proven to be valuable to the United States’
military objectives is the advent of unmanned aircraft. The United States Air Force flies 60 RPA
combat lines and employs over 8000 Airmen to support this mission, spread out across the world
at 15 RPA units, providing 24/7 combat capabilities unlike any other airframe (Carlisle, 2016).
RPAs are a crucial support to increasingly common asymmetric warfare, as they are able to
prosecute highly valuable targets without being detected (Israel & Nesbit, 2004; Phillips-Levine,
2020). This is due to the ability of unmanned aircraft to operate in environments that manned
aircraft cannot, such as biologically or chemically contaminated surroundings, impossibly high
altitudes, and denied environments (United States Air Force, 2005).

In addition to environments that manned aircraft cannot survive, RPAs are also able to
exceed the endurance and time on station that humans can provide (Johnson et al., 2003). With
greater endurance, these aircraft are able to decrease the cost of repairs that are common with
repeated landings and takeoffs, fewer aircrew are deployed to dangerous areas, and military
operations are able to have smaller logistic footprints, all without sacrificing mission capabilities
(United States Air Force, 2005). RPAs have been indicated as invaluable to national defense
objectives, as these flexible, durable aircraft are able to carry various weapons load-outs,
integrate with other manned assets and ground forces, and provide intelligence in reference to
both friendly and enemy locations, air defense systems, and high-value targets (Johnson et al.,

2003; United States Air Force, 2005; USGAO, 2020). Due to unmanned aircraft’s varied uses,
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the RPA field has expanded into one of the most versatile and beneficial homeland defense tools
while simultaneously becoming cheaper and easier to apply in theater (Fleming et al., 2015).

While the benefits seem innumerable, one area where technology has been indicated as
unstable is in the RPA community due to the previously mentioned pilot retention problems. The
United States Government Accountability Office (2005) recognized that the DOD has struggled
to consistently implement practices that allow for optimal development and application of RPAs,
which has driven the potential for failures in national defense objectives. It has even been noted
that the crippling pilot shortages in the USAF have begun to take a toll on the military’s ability to
protect national security and accomplish its national objectives, leaving the country open to
threats from its enemies (Bressett, 2018). Much of this problem is due to the highlighted
retention problems that have led to roughly 30% of RPA pilots having to be replaced in the
USAF each year (USGAOQO, 2020). As RPA pilots continue to face occupational burnout and
resultant mental health problems, among other issues, this problem cannot be expected to resolve
itself (Chappelle et al., 2014; Tennies, 2019). The RPA enterprise and the ever-growing demand
for its use must be supported in order to continue defending the nation (Carlisle, 2016). If the
United States hopes to maintain its position as the most dominant force in the aerospace industry
and military fields (Grieco, 2018; Soshkin, 2016), it must find a way to reconcile its pilot
retention issues that have been indicated repeatedly as only continuing to spiral out of control
(Bressett, 2018).

Summary

The USAF has faced a climbing retention problem in many of its career fields, but the

most significant attrition rates are found in the aviation community (Bressett, 2018; Thompson,

2018). This is particularly true of RPA instructor pilots, where attrition is high, and motivation is
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low (Hardison et al., 2017; USGAO, 2020). It was determined that Vroom’s (1964) expectancy
theory and Herzberg et al.’s (1959) motivation-hygiene theory provide a valuable framework to
examine these problems. The use of Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory allowed for the
examination of perceived career rewards and their influence on resultant job performance
(Barba-Sanchez & Atienza-Sahuquillo, 2017; Purvis et al., 2015). Additionally, Herzberg et al.’s
(1959) motivation-hygiene theory offered a construct to assess how intrinsic and extrinsic factors
influence job satisfaction and resultant motivation (Alshmemri et al., 2017; Stello, 2011).
Together these complementary theories were applied in this study to describe the factors that
motivate MQ-9 instructor pilots, drive burnout, affect satisfaction, and influence attrition rates
(Alshmemri et al., 2017; Purvis et al., 2015).

As technology has advanced over time, so has the aviation community with the advent of
airframes that are operated without pilots physically present (Kreuzer, 2015; Shaker & Wise,
1988). As RPAs are unique aircraft that are operated remotely, unlike previous airframes, their
pilots face new and unique challenges (Chappelle et al., 2014; Hardison et al., 2017). One key
challenge facing the MQ-9 career field is the difficulty of retaining highly qualified instructor
pilots (Hardison et al., 2017; USGAO, 2020). With MQ-9 instructor pilots being both educators
and military members and retention a common problem in both career fields, a complex problem
exists (De Stercke et al., 2015; USGAO, 2020). Military leadership has faced problems with
retention for decades, and the USAF is no exception (Asch, 2019; USGAO, 2020; Wilcove et al.,
1991). Similarly, educators have faced a growing retention problem in recent years, with little
progress having been made to correct it (Geiger & Pivovarova, 2018; Gonzalez-Escobar et al.,

2020).
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Due to the unique combination of military workplace demands and educational
operations, MQ-9 instructor pilots face many factors that influence their decision to leave the
USAF, such as compensation, organizational culture, leadership influence, mental health
struggles, and work-life balance (Armour & Ross, 2017; Kim et al., 2020; Shabane et al., 2017).
Unmet needs, low motivation within the workplace, and the resultant likelihood of employee
attrition drive significant national defense concerns, highlighting the value of researching this
issue(USGAO, 2020; Licklider, 2011). These pilots cost millions of dollars and years of training
to generate, which has caused an expensive and time-consuming problem when they terminate
their careers early (Farrell, 2014). Through building an understanding of the unique problems
that MQ-9 instructor pilots experience, as well as the factors that influence their decision to
terminate their career, the USAF is likely to find solutions that correct the underlying issues,
rather attempts to recover from retention problems after they become catastrophic.

Although the issues in military aviation are well known, what is not understood is which
of these factors instructor pilots find to be the most influential in their decision to seek alternate
employment. As both educators and aviators, these issues are likely more complex than in either
career field alone. Thus, this gap in the literature has been identified and warrants further
research. Using motivational theories as a framework, this transcendental phenomenology has
provided an opportunity for the gap in the understanding of which factors USAF MQ-9 instructor

pilots consider when choosing to terminate their career to be better understood.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS

Overview

The purpose of this transcendental phenomenology was to describe the shared
experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots who were considering discontinuing service at the USAF’s
MQ-9 FTU. This area of research has had limited exploration in the scholarly research,
especially as it relates to the lived experiences of these instructors. Chapter three begins with a
presentation of the research design and subsequent research questions, setting, and participants of
the present study. Additionally, chapter three provides an explanation of the procedures, data
collection, and analysis employed throughout the research. Finally, this chapter concludes with
an examination of trustworthiness, ethical considerations, and a summary of the project at hand.

Research Design

Qualitative research has been identified as the perfect fit for research that is centered on
the development of an understanding of feelings, behaviors, or perceptions, but limited
knowledge has been gathered on the topic (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Rahman, 2017). Further,
qualitative methods are able to help researchers define and discover the actions and experiences
of an individual’s everyday life, as well as the decision-making process they use to navigate
those actions and experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Thus, a qualitative research design was
chosen for this study, as it allowed for the capture of stories and lived experiences of members
within the MQ-9 instructor pilot community, providing an opportunity to truly understand the
perspectives and feelings that may be driving their attrition (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton,
2015).

This qualitative research study was formatted as a phenomenology, allowing for the

shared experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots who choose to terminate their career to be
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described in rich, robust detail (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994). This research design
focused on capturing the significant thoughts and phrases that defined a shared experience that
individuals lived collectively, highlighting the humanity and feelings of each participant
(Moustakas, 1994). Though there are various types of phenomenology, including transcendental,
existential, and hermeneutic, this study followed the structure of a transcendental
phenomenology due to its inherent ability to allow researchers to bracket out their biases while
still capturing the essence of the participants’ lived experiences (Moustakas, 1994; Yiiksel &
Yildirim, 2015).

This structure consisted of epoché development where I identified and set aside my own
experiences and biases, followed by data capture of ten participants who shared similar
experiences in the MQ-9 instructor pilot community, and finally the analysis of this data through
horizonalization and meaning cluster creation, which allowed for the description of the essence
of how these instructor pilots experienced their careers (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Moustakas,
1994). This design and its structure were particularly applicable due to my closeness to the study
as a member of the MQ-9 instructor pilot community. A further discussion of the origin of
transcendental phenomenology and the decision-making behind my design selection further
clarified its value in this research.

Origin of Transcendental Phenomenology

Literally meaning the study of phenomenon, phenomenology originated in 1764 from the
philosopher Immanuel Kant who used the term to describe the basic structure and understanding
of human experience (Padilla-Diaz, 2015; Yiiksel & Yildirim, 2015). This concept was built into
a qualitative study method rather than a philosophical idea in the 1900s by Edmund Husserl, who

sought to describe the existence of phenomena in order to capture their essence (Husserl, 1962,
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2017; Van Manen, 2016). This new qualitative research design was created in order to discover
lived experiences through personal reflections of participants or co-researchers, creating an
understanding of their internal and external perceptions of that experience (Moustakas, 1994).

As this phenomenology developed, Moustakas (1994), one of the leading scholars on
contemporary phenomenology, developed what we know as transcendental phenomenology.
This form of phenomenology requires a researcher to remove their perceptions from the
experience at hand through a process called bracketing, which reduces bias and allows for an
understanding of the topic without attempting to explain it or interpret its meaning (Husserl,
2017; Van Manen, 2016). In contrast, other scholars believed that an experience could not be
fully understood if the researcher removed their experience from consideration. Instead,
hermeneutic phenomenology suggests that the inclusion of a researcher’s experience with the
phenomena does not introduce bias but is actually a beneficial tool in the interpretation and
analysis of experiences (Bynum & Varpio, 2018; Rodriguez & Smith, 2018). While both of these
forms of phenomenology carry benefits and detriments, I chose to use transcendental
phenomenology, as I sought to describe the essence and understanding of the shared experiences
of MQ-9 instructor pilots who chose to terminate their careers rather than integrate my own
feelings on the USAF’s attrition problem.
Transcendental Phenomenology Selection

I determined this research design was the most appropriate as it allowed for the shared
experiences of MQ-9 pilots to be captured regarding the research questions while applying an
epoché or bracketing procedure that allowed my biases to be bracketed out and recognized
(Moustakas, 1994). Additionally, phenomenology has been identified by multiple studies as

valuable to numerous types of educational research settings, making it a valid choice for this type
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of research (Abakpa et al., 2017; Neubauer et al., 2019; Pramono, 2021). Further, the
transcendental type of phenomenology was utilized as it focuses solely on the individuals’
experiences rather than the researcher’s experiences or understanding of the problem being
examined (Husserl, 2017). As I was able to set aside my own preconceived notions and
experiences in the career field through self-reflection, this research design allowed the best
opportunity to capture a glimpse of what the lived experience of MQ-9 pilots who chose to
terminate their career truly consisted of.
Research Questions

This research was designed to describe the shared experiences of USAF MQ-9 instructor
pilots who choose to terminate their career through a transcendental phenomenological design,
giving these instructors a voice and an opportunity to develop a channel of communication with
senior leadership (Moustakas, 1994). Thus, the study sought to answer the following research
questions:
Central Question

What is the shared experience of USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots who are considering
discontinuing their military career?
Sub-Question One

What is the decision-making experience of USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots who are
considering discontinuing their military career?
Sub-Question Two

How do USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots describe the impact of their career on their
family’s quality of life?

Sub-Question Three
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How do USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots describe the challenges of creating work/life

balance in their career?
Site and Participants

In phenomenological research, the participants can be located at a singular site or at
multiple sites (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In this study, all of the participants were located at a
singular site, as most MQ-9 instructor pilots are collocated at the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU or one of
its two geographically separated units. For the true essence of a phenomenon to be understood,
the participants in a phenomenological study must have shared similar experiences and be able to
speak to those experiences; otherwise, it can be difficult to find themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Van Manen, 2016).
Site

The site used for this research is the United States Air Force’s MQ-9 formal training unit,
which will be referenced throughout this paper as “the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU.” The site is located
on an Air Education and Training Command (AETC) Air Force base. The USAF’s MQ-9 FTU
houses every active duty training squadron that the USAF uses to train its future MQ-9 pilots,
thus making it the hub of MQ-9 training. Due to its centrality to the USAF’s MQ-9 training
mission, this location was chosen to examine MQ-9 instructor pilot retention. Further, the end of
the timeline of an average MQ-9 pilot’s service commitment aligns well with this location. This
is due to the fact that the six-year service commitment ends for many MQ-9 instructor pilots
while they are assigned to the unit. Thus, the main rationale behind why this site was selected is
the fact that there are no known studies that examine the shared experiences of MQ-9 instructor
pilots who terminate their career, even though 30% of these instructor pilots need to be replaced

every year (USGAO, 2020).
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The leadership structure of the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU is similar to other military
installations. Four training squadrons made up of MQ-9 instructor pilots are led by their
respective squadron commanders, who are in turn led by a group commander and subsequent
wing commander. This hierarchy is a USAF standard. Each squadron governs its training
operations in accordance with the guidance provided by its upper leadership but does so in
slightly different ways. Individual squadron departments of training, scheduling, and
standardization and evaluation may have differences between squadrons.

Participants

The participants for this study were gathered from the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU, and the
desired sample size was 10-15 instructor pilots, drawn from a sample pool of over 200 MQ-9
instructor pilots. This number of participants was selected for two reasons, to create the
maximum variation possible and to provide saturation. Referencing maximum variation,
Creswell and Poth (2018) reference the fact that a diverse participant pool is required in order to
generate variation, where a complete story that captures multiple perspectives can be told.
Further, this size participant pool allowed for saturation, which is defined as complete when no
new information, themes, or code elements are produced with further data collection and enough
data has been collected so that future research may replicate the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Fusch & Ness, 2015). Many studies in the phenomenological research field indicate that a
sample size of between 10-12 participants is appropriate to create saturation to nearly 100%, and
thus drove this study’s sample size (Francis et al., 2010; Guest et al., 2006; Wilson, 2015).

A purposive type of sampling method was applied in this transcendental phenomenology.
This was the best choice for participant selection in this scenario as it could produce a group of

10-15 participants that provided the most relevant and useful data for the study (Creswell &
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Poth, 2018). Utilizing purposive sampling was beneficial in understanding the experiences of the
average MQ-9 instructor pilot who chooses to end their military career (Patton, 2015). Using this
sampling methodology, I electronically contacted all members from the four training squadrons
to identify participants, asking for members who have decided to terminate their military career
to respond. Individuals who indicated that they were considering termination of their career and
were within one year of their separation from the military were selected as participants. This one-
year timeframe was established in order to collect the most time-relevant and appropriate
information.

Further, I also employed snowball sampling, as participants were queried as to whether or
not they knew any other instructor pilots who were considering ending their military career
(Patton, 2015). These additional participants were offered the opportunity to respond with their
intent on career termination, and those who responded that they did not intend to continue their
USAF career were offered the opportunity to participate in the study. Rank, gender, race,
ethnicity, and religious background were not considered in this study, but equal opportunities
were offered to any who wanted to participate and meet the previously mentioned criteria.

Researcher Positionality

In qualitative research, it is imperative that a researcher understands and declares their
positionality through identifying the framework that will guide their research, their inherent
assumptions or bias, and their role in the research. In order to understand positionality, a
researcher must use reflection and reflexivity to question their thought processes (Hibbert et al.,
2010). Through the identification of my positionality, I highlighted the influence that I may have
had over the knowledge this study generates (Corlett & Mavin, 2018).

Interpretive Framework
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The research paradigm that this study’s theoretical framework was built upon is post-
positivism through a social science theory lens. Post-positivism is found in the study in its
logical, empirical structure that allows for the examination of various points of view from
participants rather than one singular truth (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Further, in line with Creswell
and Poth’s (2018) teachings, this study was designed to utilize various data collection methods,
NVivo software to improve validity and repeatability, and recognized that cause and effect is a
probability, aligning it well with the post-positivism framework. Utilizing this framework
alongside a social science theory lens allowed me to better understand and report the emotional
and social issues that MQ-9 instructor pilots face when considering terminating their careers.
Philosophical Assumptions

As with any research, this transcendental phenomenology contains philosophical
assumptions. With my knowledge and closeness to subject matter within this study, I brought
certain assumptions to the interpretative framework of this study, which included axiological,
epistemological, ontological, and methodological assumptions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Being a
member of the MQ-9 instructor pilot core, I have shared in most of the experiences that may be
influencing the retention problem and will have a closeness to these members, inserting the
potential for ontological, epistemological, and axiological assumptions to be present. It is
important that this bias is acknowledged early on so that it may be recognized and managed
throughout the research (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Ontological Assumption

From an ontological perspective, I recognized that my own reality and knowledge of the

situation was not the only reality possible. I acknowledged that each individual has personal

thoughts, feelings, and opinions that influence their understanding of the lives they live. Each
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MQ-9 instructor pilot will have a different reality that they have experienced, and my role as the
researcher was to provide them an opportunity to share those experiences with others. The reality
of the MQ-9 instructor pilot retention problem varies from individual to individual, as military
leaders are unable to agree on the best solution to the problem, with the problem being brought
up over 15 years ago (USGAO, 2005). Understanding that this reality varies helped me to reduce
my own bias and report the data honestly. Further, I recognized that methodological
philosophical assumptions were present, as this transcendental phenomenology developed and
evolved as each member’s data were recorded and analyzed. With this ontological assumption of
multiple understanding of the world being possible, this study had the capability to adapt as new
and unexpected themes developed as the data were gathered.
Epistemological Assumption

Epistemological assumptions pertain to a researcher’s relationship to what is being
studied in the research, and these assumptions allow researchers to get closer to the problem
being researched (Creswell & Poth, 2018). As an MQ-9 instructor pilot, I am close to problems
within the MQ-9 instructor pilot community, which allowed for this research to contain valuable
information on why the USAF is experiencing such high levels of attrition. The importance I
placed on the need for this research came from a place of intimate understanding. As an MQ-9
instructor pilot at the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU, my heart ached when I saw another strong leader and
pilot choose to end what could have been an illustrious and meaningful life-long commitment to
the USAF. I have spent the last five years of my career watching friends, subordinates, and
leaders alike struggle through the operational burnout and exhaustion that the pilot manning
crisis has caused. We regularly hear that the issues within the community should be getting better

as the USAF ramps up training and hiring, but it does not appear to be enough to contend with
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the number of pilots who leave. While being personally close to this topic introduced
epistemological assumptions, it also provided me with a deeper understanding of the participants
and a deeper connection to the research at hand (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Axiological Assumption

Being close to the MQ-9 instructor pilot community, I brought axiological assumptions
into this research. However, in order to reduce the appearance of bias, I freely disclosed this
connection to the community and bracketed my values using the methodology provided by
Moustakas (1994). As an MQ-9 instructor pilot in the USAF, I see the value that the MQ-9
community brings to protecting our nation and its allies. I have also seen the avoidable mistakes
that are made when a career field is overtired, undermanned, and not adequately supported. I
believe that the MQ-9 is an adaptable aircraft necessary to the future of warfare (Karas, 2017).
Namely, I believe that the lack of foresight and preparation that our military has completed has
“taken a toll on the service’s capability to provide national security and achieve national
objectives” (Bressett, 2018, p. 1). Further, I am concerned that if the military’s leaders are unable
to find a solution to the USAF’s pilot manning crisis, the resultant security implications for the
country could be grim. Through acknowledging where my values lie and identifying my personal
beliefs about the subject, the inclusion of bias was reduced (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Researcher’s Role

My main interest in conducting this case study research was to describe the shared
experience of MQ-9 instructor pilots who choose to terminate their careers, allowing for
potential solutions to this problem to be identified in future research. My goal in conducting this
study was to open a line of communication between instructor pilots and senior leadership in the

MQ-9 community in the hopes of solving this ever-growing retention problem before it becomes
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something that cannot be resolved. The role I played in the research was as a human instrument
and facilitator for these members to be heard by the USAF in a safe and anonymous way that
potentially allowed for others to help correct these issues (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Peredaryenko
& Krauss, 2013). These feelings and stories were the primary source of knowledge and were
meticulously captured in line with Moustakas’ (1994) methodology. I personally distributed and
collected recruitment letters, conducted interviews and focus group sessions, and distributed and
collected writing protocol documentation. I further transcribed recordings and analyzed the data
gathered from each participant. With the study being a transcendental phenomenology, I took the
time to contemplate each participant’s experiences in order to capture their perspective in a
subjective manner (Moustakas, 1994).

There was the possibility of professional workplace relationships existing between myself
and the participants, but I maintained my professionalism and non-bias throughout the process by
candidly stating this information to both the participants and in this research. In order to maintain
awareness of my bias, I kept all of my notes throughout the process in one document so that I
could understand and follow my thought process transparently. None of the selected participants
were my subordinates or students, nor anyone I have been in a supervisory or instructional role
over before in order to limit any potential bias from the participants. My main goal was to create
an environment of trust where participants felt safe and validated throughout the interview and
focus group processes. To further build on this foundation of trust, I offered the participants the
opportunity for their withdrawal from the study and the destruction of their data up until the
completion of the research. I also safeguarded all such data and personal information, including
the research site’s identifying information, as well as the identifying information of participants.

Procedures
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This section discusses how I received permission to conduct this study and how I
identified and selected participants. The first step in any quality research was receiving
permission from both the Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the leadership at each research
site. Without these permissions, the research could not commence, nor would it be credible.
Upon approval, participants that have shared similar experiences were identified and selected.
Once they were selected and fully understood the study’s expectations, data collection
commenced.

Permissions

Regarding the procedural process, the first step was to receive approval for the case study
from the IRB before the collection of any data (see Appendix A). Secondly, site approval was
requested via a letter to the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU’s wing commander in order to conduct research
appropriately (See Appendix D). Once IRB approval was received, and permission was granted
by the wing commander, participant recruitment began.

Recruitment Plan

MQ-9 instructor pilot participants were selected, as previously mentioned, through
purposive sampling, via an electronic query to members of each of the four squadrons that were
identified as meeting the study criteria (see Appendix C). Upon confirming that they were
planning to terminate their USAF career and that they were within one year from separation,
participants were selected. Each selected participant was provided with a consent form (see
Appendix B), identifying the reasoning behind the study, as well as the expectations and details
of the study. The recruitment letter highlighted that in order to maintain confidentiality, the
researcher would conduct all data collection off-site and would provide pseudonyms.

Once participants were selected and agreed to participate, the protocol writing,
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interviewing, and focus group sessions will commence. These interviews and focus groups were
conducted off-site at a location convenient to myself and the participant that will provide a quiet
setting. The off-site location improved participant anonymity, limiting the knowledge of their
participation to myself and the other participants. All participants were asked to complete the
protocol writing, as well as participate in both the interviews and the focus group sessions. The
interviews served as a forum where I could collect rich data related to each individual’s
experiences as an MQ-9 instructor pilot.

The role of the focus groups was to create an environment where members felt safe in
sharing their honest opinions and feelings with myself and other participants. Both of these
interviews and focus group sessions were recorded with an audio recorder followed up with a
professional transcription, as well as the researcher’s notes during the sessions in order to collect
themes and identify the essence of the participants’ shared experiences. The protocol writings
instructions were provided at the conclusion of the individual interview, with the direction that
they must be completed and returned within one week (see Appendix E). All participant
responses were collected and inputted into the NVivo software program for organization and
analysis. This information was then be synthesized and then further coded for the identification
of themes between members. Once all data were compiled, I developed textural and structural
descriptions of the experiences in order to identify and highlight the essence of their lived
experience (Moustakas, 1994).

Data Collection

In the research at hand, data were collected from interviews, focus groups, and protocol

writing. Once IRB approval was received and permission was granted by wing leadership, data

collection began. The first stage of data collection consisted of individual interviews. Once
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individual interviews were completed, focus groups were conducted, and the subsequent data
were collected. Concurrent with the interviews and focus groups, participants were asked to
complete a protocol writing exercise in which they wrote a letter to future MQ-9 instructor pilots
containing both their positive and negative experiences in their career and advice on how to
manage any challenges they have faced as an MQ-9 instructor pilot. All of the above information
was collected, transcribed, triangulated, and then placed into a locked container or password-
protected document for their protection and maintenance of anonymity. Once the information
was collected and transcribed, individuals were asked to check the validity of their response
transcriptions and provide corrections as required.
Individual Interviews
In this research, interviews were the first stage of data collection. One-on-one interviews

are the primary data collection method in transcendental phenomenological research, as they
allow for a comprehensive account of an individual’s experience to be collected (Englander,
2012; Moustakas, 1994). Interview conduction allows for researchers to identify data and
information that cannot be directly observed in everyday life (Patton, 2015). Each interview was
conducted in a one-on-one setting where the individual was able to feel comfortable in providing
candid and honest answers, enhancing the ability for the participant to feel respected. In the
event that any member is not available to meet physically, the interviews were conducted
electronically with a video interface. The duration of each interview was between 20 minutes and
one hour. The following questions (Appendix G) were posed to the participants:
Individual Interview Questions

1. Please introduce yourself to me as if we just met one another.

2. Please walk me through your USAF MQ-9 career thus far.
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11.

12.

13.

14.

15.
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Of those experiences that you identified in your MQ-9 career, which would you say were
the most significant?

What made them significant?

What else would you like to add to your timeline that has not yet been captured?

In what ways have the experiences in your MQ-9 career influenced your life thus far?
(CQ)

What is the main influence behind your decision to terminate your MQ-9 career? (CQ)
How has your MQ-9 career affected your future professional endeavors (i.e., education,
career, etc.?) (CQ)

If applicable, how has a personal or second-hand experience of discrimination,
harassment, or intolerance in your MQ-9 career influenced your decision to terminate
your military career? (CQ)

If applicable, how has the difference between your current compensation and that of your
civilian counterparts influenced your career decision-making? (SQ1)

If applicable, how has a career-field based monetary re-signing bonus influenced your
career decision-making? (SQ1)

How does the time off you receive from work compare to your civilian counterparts?
(SQ2/3)

How often do you feel burdened by the need to bring work home with you or tend to
work-related problems outside of the duty day? (SQ3)

How has your workload over the course of your MQ-9 career influenced your decision to
terminate your career? (SQ3)

How does your family feel about your MQ-9 career? (SQ2)
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16. How does the time away from your family during deployments, temporary duty, etc.
affect your family? (SQ2/3)
17. How has the possibility of deploying influenced your decision to terminate your career?

(SQ2/3)

18. How has your mental health been influenced by your MQ-9 career? (SQ2/3)

19. How has leadership over the course of your MQ-9 career influenced your decision to
terminate your career? (SQ3)

20. What other factors positively or negatively influenced your decision to terminate your
career? (SQ1-3)

21. What other information would you like to be considered in the development of this
research?

All of the interview questions were designed as broad, open-ended questions that allowed
for rich, substantive data to be collected regarding the USAF’s attrition problem (Moustakas,
1994). The first five interview questions are general knowledge questions that were designed to
establish a timeline for participants’ involvement in the USAF. These questions also helped
break the ice between the participants and myself, as well as establish a general rapport that
helped make the more complex questions easier for the participant to answer moving through the
interview (Patton, 2015). These questions may be adjusted or lead to further questions depending
on the individual participant’s answers. Once the base questions were offered, and a friendly
rapport was established, the interview questions shifted to a personal, career-oriented nature.

Questions six and seven provided an opportunity for the participant to identify the
influence of their military career on their life, either positive or negative, as well as describe the

main reason why they are terminating their careers. This provided the opportunity for a true
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understanding of the many potential perspectives of each individual participant to be examined,
as some members may not be terminating their careers for negative reasons. This helped
significantly with the creation of textural and structural descriptions, as all perspectives were
considered, not just those that aligned with my personal thoughts about their possible
experiences (Moustakas, 1994). As the ADSC of an MQ-9 pilot is roughly six years, this is a
significant portion of the participants’ lives, making questions about their career’s influence on
their life valuable to this study.

Question eight assessed whether or not professional opportunities have influenced the
participants’ career decision-making. Military educational benefits have been indicated as a
significant influence as to why some Americans join the military (Bass, 2019). Research has
shown that transitioning from a military lifestyle to pursuing a college degree can be very
difficult for military members, as they may feel alienation or have significant age differences
from their peers (Smith et al., 2017). Question nine examined whether or not harassment within
the workplace has influenced the participants’ career decision-making. Harassment within the
military has been shown to hurt unit cohesiveness and member outcomes, and its occurrence is
still increasing (Bell et al., 2018; Harris et al., 2018; Sadler et al., 2018). Recent research that
examined over 12,000 soldiers has shown that sexual harassment within the military can increase
the risk of suicide up to five-fold, indicating the importance of understanding whether or not this
factor contributed to the participant’s career termination (Griffith, 2019).

Questions 10 and 11 assessed the influence of compensation on a participant’s decision to
extend or terminate their career. The DOD uses revenue as an incentive for military service,
often offered as bonused, hazard pay, aviation pay, and non-monetary benefits like healthcare

and retirement benefits (USGAOQO, 2017). These questions assessed the participant’s feelings
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toward the USAF’s compensation for their efforts. Questions 12-17 investigated the participant’s
off-time, family support, and quality of life concerning their career. The fatigue associated with
the MQ-9 career field has been highlighted in numerous studies, which can influence family
member happiness, and drive further factors that influence the participant’s decision to terminate
their career (Armour & Ross, 2017; Chappelle et al., 2014). Further, the work-life balance that a
member experiences can influence employee turnover and burnout (Chappelle et al., 2014).
These questions provided an opportunity for the participant’s work-life balance and family life to
be investigated. Stress and resultant mental health problems for MQ-9 instructor pilots and their
families have been identified as a significant problem within the USAF (Baer, 2019; Reardon et
al., 2016). Question 18 provided an opportunity for the participant to discuss their career’s
influence on their mental health.

Leadership has also been indicated as a significant factor in employee retention and
happiness (Book et al., 2019). This holds especially true in military settings, as a leader’s
influence has been shown to have a strong influence on a member’s intention to quit and
program satisfaction (Gonzales, 2016). Question 19 allowed the participants a chance to discuss
the leadership quality they have experienced throughout their careers. The final questions 20 and
21 offered one last opportunity for the participant to add any information that may have been
missed.

Individual Interview Data Analysis Plan

The first step in analyzing the individual interviews was to transcribe the audio files into
a digital written format. I used the NVivo professional transcription service to transcribe the
audio recordings into a written format. When the transcription was complete, I verified its

accuracy personally by listening to the audio while reading the transcription and making
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corrections as necessary. Once correctly transcribed, I imported the transcriptions into NVivo
software for organization and coding. Utilizing the data analysis spiral technique recommended
by Creswell and Poth (2018), I read through each of the transcripts, took notes on my thought
process, and assigned codes to ideas that occurred regularly throughout the transcript in NVivo.
Once I completed this coding process for each individual interview, I was able to search for
themes across the data set. In order to identify and categorize the themes between the
experiences highlighted in each of the individual interviews, I used thematic analysis as
described by Braun and Clarke (2006). This technique allowed me to find and describe patterns
in the data in deep, rich detail (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Following Braun and Clarke’s (2006)
methodology, I read and re-read my coded transcriptions to find broader patterns between each
participant. When identified, these themes were named and reviewed for similarity to other
generated themes and then finally narrowed into the most prevalent themes. The themes were
finally organized into Table 2 for a visual representation of how often they were present.
Protocol Writing

Upon completion of the individual interview, each participant completed a protocol
writing exercise, in which they were asked to write a hypothetical letter to future MQ-9
instructor pilots, identifying the experiences that drove their decision to terminate their career.
Protocol writing was simply an opportunity for participants to write down their honest feelings
about their experiences, yet it allowed for a description that is close to the original experience
(Van Manen, 2015). This type of written narrative is beneficial in qualitative research as it
allows for a rich, deep investigation of the phenomenon being researched (Paone et al., 2018).
Using writing prompts that require participants to write letters to individuals in the future is

commonly used in qualitative research, and particularly in educational phenomenological
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research (Colomer et al., 2013; Lindsay & Schwind, 2015; Vagle, 2014). This writing prompt
complemented the interviews and focus group sessions in that participants’ private thoughts were
captured in a setting without distractions. Further, Moustakas (1994) noted that the compilation
of multiple expressions of personal thoughts on the phenomenon being studied allows for a
deeper understanding of the essence of the experience. Participants submitted the written work
via email. They were asked to have this completed within one week of completing the individual
interview. The parameters for this protocol writing exercise required that each participant write
at least two paragraphs to a future MQ-9 instructor pilot with the following prompt (see
Appendix E) in mind.
Protocol Writing Prompt

Based on your experiences throughout your career in the MQ-9 community, what advice
would you give to MQ-9 pilots just starting their careers? What stories or examples would you
share with them to prepare them for the challenges that they may experience? Would you
recommend they do things similarly or differently than you did in your career, and what would
you recommend? Who would you recommend that they look to for guidance during their career?

While considering these questions, think of concrete examples of memories where you
experienced both positive and negative experiences in the MQ-9 community. Consider not only
yourself but also your family and their involvement in your career as you answer this prompt.
Provide two paragraphs at a minimum that include examples or advice that you would have liked
to have received prior to where you are in your career today. Please do not include your name
anywhere in your writing, and do not sign the document in order to protect your confidentiality.

Protocol Writing Data Analysis Plan
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Once the protocol writing prompts were completed and collected, they were input into the
NVivo software for organization and coding. Similar to that of a journal entry, these letter-
writing prompts fell into the category of document analysis in qualitative data collection
methodology (Bowen, 2009). Thus, the entries needed to be read to fully understand their
content. An example of a participant’s protocol writing prompt is provided in Appendix F. Upon
gaining a thorough understanding of the written response, quotes or passages were coded and
ultimately organized into themes like other qualitative data analysis methods (Labuschagne,
2003). Once the themes were identified and pared down to the most central themes, they were
organized into Table 2 for a clear presentation.
Focus Groups

Participants were randomly assigned into three focus groups with three to four members
each that took place electronically via video chat software and lasted about one hour. This focus
group data collection method allowed for members to have a social experience and interact
together to discover previously unconsidered factors that may have influenced their decision to
terminate their military career (Patton, 2015). Focus groups are valuable to understanding the
shared experiences of the participants due to the collective awareness that is created when
multiple participants are able to discuss their feelings and stories (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This
formatting also encouraged a feeling of security or consensus that is not offered in one-on-one
interviews, allowing for new or more rich data to be collected. The following questions
(Appendix H) were posed to each group:
Focus Group Questions

1. What has been the greatest influence on your decision to terminate your career?

2. How would your family describe your MQ-9 career?



90

3. How has your workload influenced your decision to terminate your career?

4. How have your leader’s actions influenced your decision to terminate your career?

5. How has income influenced your decision to terminate your career?

6. How, if at all, do you believe that your mental health has been affected by your military
career?

7. What other factors not mentioned previously are influencing your decision to leave the

USAF?

The focus group questions were similar to the interview questions but allowed for more
room to expand on interrelated experiences. They focused heavily on intrinsic and extrinsic
motivational factors, such as internal motivation to succeed or complete tasks, and external
motivation, such as monetary gain or recognition. The structure of the focus group questions
allowed for the members to create and feel a shared awareness that allowed for themes identified
in the individual interview to be expanded upon (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2015).
Participants were able to somewhat steer the focus group into areas that they felt were not
adequately covered or that influenced their decision to terminate their career. Question one
opened the lines of communication between focus group members, allowing for a common
ground to be established, as well as their similar experiences to be shared. Gay et al. (2006)
suggest that utilizing these types of questions in group interviews allows for the creation of a
positive environment, providing an opportunity for rich qualitative data to be gathered.

Questions two allowed participants to share the similarities or dissimilarities between
their familial support and family quality of life, both of which have been indicated as weak
points in military members’ lives. In particular, spouses may feel the weight of their

counterpart’s career, feeling as if they are not a priority (Mailey et al., 2018). Military members
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have been shown to have a tendency to have to bring work home with them or be called in once
off-duty, which question three assesses for each participant (Heilmann et al., 2009). Question
four allowed the focus group to discuss the military leadership they have encountered, as
leadership ability has been noted to influence military retention and turnover (Gonzales, 2016).
Question five offered the focus group a chance to discuss their financial compensation, potential
financial struggles, and their financial futures, as these are issues that may influence military
members to seek civilian employment.

Question six provided an opportunity for the group to discuss the influence of their career
on their mental health. Although improvements have been made for compensation in the MQ-9
community, it is still referenced as an influential factor in the retention problem (USGAO, 2020).
Mental health struggles are another important and commonly referenced issue within the MQ-9
community, often driving pilots to desire to leave or even potentially take their lives. As this
career field requires the taking of life via weapon strikes, mental health is a highlighted problem
that question six assesses (Chappelle et al., 2014). Finally, the last question offered the focus
group a chance to steer the conversation in the direction of anything that may have been missed.
All of these questions were developed with the intent of fostering interaction between
participants, which has been indicated as integral in developing an understanding of the essence
of a phenomenon (Mills, 2007).

Focus Group Data Analysis Plan

Similar to the methodology used for individual interview data analysis, the first step in
analyzing the focus group data was the transcription of the interviews from audio formatting to a
digital written format using the same NVivo professional transcription method as the individual

interviews. This data were also input into the NVivo software for organization and coding.
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However, unlike the individual interviews, focus group data analysis often occurs currently with
data collection. In line with the data analysis methodology of Rabiee (2004), focus group data
analysis begins with the skillful facilitation of participant discussion and diligent observational
note-taking. Once the focus group interview process was complete, the data analysis became
similar to that of the individual interviews. Again, I read and re-read the focus group transcripts,
and then once I was familiar with the content, I coded emerging similarities between
participants’ statements via NVivo software. Similar to the individual interviews, Rabiee (2004)
suggests utilizing thematic analysis when identifying themes from the codes of focus group data
by writing memos in the margins of the transcripts, allowing thematic categories to arise through
analysis. Finally, the themes were organized into Table 2 for their visual representation and
understanding.
Data Synthesis

Due to the nature of qualitative research, a variety of data sources must be used to create
richness and depth in data analysis and subsequent synthesis (Creswell & Poth, 2018). More
specifically, phenomenological research amasses a large amount of qualitative data from
multiple data collection methods that must be condensed into a clear and concise summarization
of the essence of the phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994). Thus, the research
conducted throughout this study incorporated analysis of protocol writing, interviews, and focus
groups in order to appropriately capture as many different aspects of the data as possible. During
the data collection, I managed and organized the data electronically via NVivo software, as well
as utilized a memoing protocol that allowed me to collect and revisit my thought process
throughout the research process (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 1980). Analysis and synthesis

included the usage of epoché or the bracketing of my biases and assumptions, phenomenological
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reduction and horizonalization that allowed for textural descriptions of the participants’
experiences, imaginative variation that allowed for structural descriptions of the participants’
experiences, and finally a synthesis of those structural and textural descriptions in order to
determine the essence of the MQ-9 instructor pilots’ shared experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Moustakas, 1994; Vagle, 2014; Yiiksel & Yildirim, 2015).
Managing and Organizing the Data

In order to organize the immense amount of data that qualitative research creates,
researchers must have a method of organization from the beginning of data capture or risk being
completely overwhelmed (Patton, 1980). To avoid this issue, I converted all hand-written
documents into electronic formatting as soon as each interview, focus group, or protocol writing
prompt was completed. Throughout the process, I used a consistent naming system so that the
large amount of research data were easily navigated (Bazeley, 2013). I then compiled this
information into NVivo software for further coding, analysis, and identification of themes
(Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Reading and Memoing Emergent Ideas

In order to understand the enormous amount of data that comes in a qualitative research
project, researchers must be diligent in reading and re-reading their data in order to develop a
thorough understanding of it (Agar, 1980). In order to maintain a thorough understanding, I used
strong note-taking skills during interviews and wrote additional notes on each transcript or
survey (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Further, I avoided simply describing the data again but instead
worked to synthesize the information into higher-level thoughts (Miles et al., 2014). I collected
all of these notes into an electronic notebook that allowed repeated reflection upon my thought

processes while I collected and analyzed the data. This form of memoing was beneficial in
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creating an audit trail that documented my thought process throughout the research process
(Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Epoché Development

According to contemporary transcendental phenomenology methodology, the first and
continuous process in my data analysis was the use of epoché, also called bracketing, in order to
set aside my own biases. Through this process, I was able to avoid making judgments on my
participants’ experiences and approach the topic as if I were experiencing it for the first time
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994). In order to accomplish this epoché process, I first
described my connection to the research at hand and discussed my own personal experiences as
an MQ-9 instructor pilot throughout this study. With my own experiences bracketed out, |
approached each data set with a fresh mind and examined each participant’s thoughts, feelings,
descriptions of their experience as if it were a singular event that had no attachment to any other,
allowing me to create structural and textural descriptions independent of anything else (Husserl,
1962; Moustakas, 1994). This identification and recognition of bias allowed for the data to be
viewed without judgment or preconceived notions, focusing completely on the participant’s
experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This epoché process was completed throughout the data
collection and data analysis process in order to maintain my neutrality as the study progressed.
Phenomenological Reduction and Horizonalization

In line with Moustaka’s (1994) transcendental phenomenological methodology, the next
stage in the data analysis process was phenomenological reduction and horizonalization. The
main purpose of phenomenological reduction is to scour the collected data and break down the
participants’ experiences into rich and detailed textural descriptions (Moustakas, 1994; Yiiksel &

Yildirim, 2015). Creswell and Poth (2018) define a textural description as a narrative description
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that describes the participants’ perspectives of their experiences in rich detail. In order to do this,
I began with an elimination process, by which I was able to factor out portions of the data that
were not applicable to the experience, thus reducing the data. I found vague, non-related, or
repetitive statements and ideas and struck them out in order to describe only the features related
to the experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots as they related to their career decision-making and
lived experiences. Once I removed that outlying information, I was able to begin
horizonalization, where I considered and coded the recurrent themes that represented the
experiences of the participants as a whole. These horizons were found through reading the
transcripts and protocol writings multiple times, searching for ideas, metaphors, and statements
that are consistent between participants’ descriptions of their lived experiences as MQ-9
instructor pilots (Moustakas, 1994). As these textural descriptions began to provide themes and
horizons across the participants’ experiences, I memoed and coded the suspected themes and
cataloged them in the NVivo software to avoid confusion. Although every horizon or theme
cannot be captured (Van Manen, 2017), I continued to analyze the collected data until no new or
significant data revealed itself to me, upon which I moved to the next step of data analysis.
Imaginative Variation

Imaginative variation has been described as the “how” of transcendental
phenomenological data analysis (Moustakas, 1994). Once textural descriptions were generated
through phenomenological reduction and horizonalization, imaginative variation allowed for
structural descriptions of the lived experiences to be generated. In order to do this, the empirical
data were used along with my imagination and understanding of the participants’ shared
experiences to find possible meanings of the experience (Yiiksel & Yildirim, 2015). I examined

the experiences of each participant from numerous perspectives and attempted to highlight the
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underlying factors that created relationships between their experiences and created an
opportunity for the shared experiences to occur in the first place. I searched for all possible
meanings of how this experience came into existence (Moustakas, 1994). Husserl (1970)
suggested that through the use of multiple lenses when examining how the phenomenon
occurred, researchers can truly find the essence of the experience by raising their understanding
from the facts that they have discovered to the full realm of ideas and meanings that could be
present in the participants’ experiences. Once I defined these structural qualities and created
descriptions, I grouped the experiences’ definitions into meaning clusters, using the previously
mentioned memoing and coding to organize my thoughts. Upon completion of the structural
definitions, I was able to synthesize the textural descriptions with the structural definitions to
understand the essence of an MQ-9 instructor pilot’s experiences.
Synthesis of the Essence of the Phenomenon

The final stage of transcendental phenomenological data analysis was to synthesize the
textural definitions and structural definitions in order to determine the essence of the
phenomenon as a whole (Moustakas, 1994). Rather than merely providing a description of the
experience of the participants, Husserl (1970) suggested that the experience must truly be
understood from the participants’ point of view and revealed by their shared experiences. To do
this, I took both the textural and structural definitions I discovered and blended them into a
narrative that was able to accurately describe the essence of the phenomenon of the shared
experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots who choose to terminate their careers. This narrative
consisted of thick, rich descriptions that provided an understanding of the lived experiences and

thought processes that drove MQ-9 instructor pilots out of their career fields. Ultimately, this



97

synthesis of the essence of the phenomenon provided readers with insight into the lives and
world of the participants of the study (Bynum & Varpio, 2018).
Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness is central to a qualitative research project. Without it, the large amount
of data gathered can be completely meaningless. Trustworthiness has been defined by Schwandt
(2007) as the level of quality of research and the inherent value that it presents to the field. In this
research, trustworthiness was established with multiple different techniques. Through
establishing credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability via member checks,
reflexivity, transcription, and triangulation, the study’s trustworthiness will be created.
Credibility

In order to create credibility, all members of the four training squadrons were offered an
equal opportunity to be participants. This discouraged the potential belief that I picked
participants that should be in the study based on prior knowledge about their career intentions.
Further, I generated data from multiple sources in order to build the most robust picture of the
case at hand, which allowed for the greatest level of honesty in the situation to be achieved
(Terrell, 2016). Using these multiple sources of data also allowed for triangulation, which
improved the data pool from various different individuals and perspectives (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Finally, I employed member checks, where each individual was able to review the
transcripts of their participation in the study to ensure the validity of their statements. Members
were encouraged to correct any misquotations or misinterpretations of their answers, thus
limiting the potential for bias (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The research also received credibility

through my reflexivity, where I examined my own personal bias through memoing and
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bracketing, as previously discussed. The memoing allowed me to spot bias as it appeared and
understand it in order to negate it.
Transferability

Transferability is important within qualitative research, as it allows for the knowledge
gained in one environment to be applied to others (Patton, 2015). The main technique in the
research that allowed for transferability was the use of multiple different training squadrons at
the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU. Each of the four squadrons has different leaders, different operating
procedures, and different workplace cultures. Due to these differences between workplaces,
transferability should be able to be established for different operational environments. The
thorough descriptions of the data acquired through this research allowed for the knowledge
gained to be applied in other USAF settings, where retention problems may also exist.
Dependability

In order to establish dependability, I first clearly described each of the procedures
undertaken throughout the study so that they could be easily understood and replicated. Further, I
created an audit trail that allowed for a clear understanding of my thought process. In order to do
this, I was meticulous in writing down why I coded specific data into each group during the
horizonalization process, allowing for the ability for correction if it did not appear to align with
the previous reasoning. The previously mentioned member checks further established these
qualities, as the participants were able to provide contradicting information as necessary. Using
this methodology allowed for personal biases to be avoided and validity to be established
(Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Confirmability
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Confirmability is important in qualitative research as it indicates that research findings
are unbiased and report the participants’ experiences rather than the researcher’s beliefs
(Amankwaa, 2016). In this study, confirmability was mainly established through the audit trail
that allows any reader to see where conclusions were formed from the data. Further, the member
checks that took place throughout data collection ensured that any collected information was an
unbiased representation of what the participants thought or felt in each of the data collection
methods (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Confirmability was further enhanced through the use of
multiple data sources and subsequent triangulation, thus allowing for true themes to be identified
and limiting the potential for bias from the researcher (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Ethical Considerations

This transcendental phenomenological study has the potential for some negative impacts
to members that were considered. The main impact of concern would be if a participant were to
provide disparaging or negative comments toward the USAF, the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU, their
squadron, or its leadership during interviews or focus group participation. In order to address
this, every participant and squadron received a pseudonym to protect the participants’ speech. |
also received study approval from leadership in order to help the participants feel safe in their
decision to participate. To protect each participant’s responses, all interviews and focus groups
were held off-site from the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU to maintain anonymity. Further, I kept all
physical documents in a locked container and all electronic documents in a password-protected
file. All documents, both physical and electronic, were kept for three years after research
completion and then shredded or deleted. Finally, the required IRB approval (Appendix A) and
consent form (Appendix B) informed the participants of the voluntary nature of the study and

their ability to withdraw at any time and help address any additional ethical concerns that readers
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or participants may have, as these outline all of the research’s ethical implications. All of these
actions on my part negated the possibility of any ethical issues that could arise.
Summary

Chapter three offered a detailed description of the methodology used in this
transcendental phenomenological study. The purpose of this transcendental phenomenology was
to describe the shared experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots who were considering discontinuing
military service at the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU. Within this chapter, the research design, research
questions, research site, procedures, and the researcher’s role were clarified. Additionally, the
method of participant selection, data collection, and data analysis were also discussed. Finally,
the study’s trustworthiness and potential ethical considerations were highlighted, as well as
mitigation techniques. This chapter provided the reader with the ability to critically examine the

remainder of the study with an understanding of the procedures and methods used within it.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS

Overview
The purpose of this transcendental phenomenology was to describe the shared
experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots who were considering discontinuing military service at the
USAF’s MQ-9 FTU. This chapter discusses the 10 participants from whom I collected data from,
as well as some key information regarding their time in service and squadron differences.
Further, I present the three themes and nine subthemes identified in both narrative and table
formats and the outlier data I found throughout the analysis. In the final section, this chapter
presents the participants’ shared experiences and responses to my central research question and
three sub-questions.
Participants
I utilized both purposive and snowball sampling methods to select participants for the
study. The use of purposive sampling allows researchers to pull participants from the study pool
who meet all of the study’s requirements while ensuring that they have experienced the
phenomenon of interest (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The purposive sampling method was used to
gather the first participants for the study, while snowball sampling was used to gain additional
data sources from recommendations of active participants, further increasing the sample size
beyond the initial number (Patton, 2015). Using these sampling methods in combination allowed
me to obtain maximum variation in participant demographics and experience while also
increasing participation. Of note, the USAF’s aviation career field is made up of only 12%
people of color, and 6.5% women, which caused demographic variation within the study to be
inherently limited, as all 10 participants were male and only two were people of color (Cohen,

2021; Hudson, 2020).
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Although sample size can vary significantly between phenomenological studies, research
indicates that a sample size of between 10-12 participants yields appropriately rich data (Francis
et al., 2010; Guest et al., 2006; Wilson, 2015). Thus, I chose to seek 10-15 participants in order
to reach the maximum potential for variation and saturation, ensuring a diverse pool of
participants that could provide multiple perspectives without missing any information (Creswell
& Poth, 2018; Fusch & Ness, 2015). Any of the roughly 200 instructor pilots at the USAF’s MQ-
9 FTU that met the research criteria were considered, of whom I recruited 10 participants.
Participants’ time in service ranged from six to 20 years, and all participants were physically
located at one of the four training squadrons at the FTU, except for Instructor Pilot 8, who was
located at one of the FTU’s two geographically separated training squadrons. Participant
demographics are shown in Table 1 below.

Table 1

Instructor Pilot Participants

Pseudonym Squadron Years in Service Marital Status
Instructor Pilot 1 A 6 Single
Instructor Pilot 2 B 7 Single
Instructor Pilot 3 D 6 Divorced
Instructor Pilot 4 A 6 Married
Instructor Pilot 5 C 9 Single
Instructor Pilot 6 B 6 Married
Instructor Pilot 7 C 20 Single
Instructor Pilot 8 E 9 Married
Instructor Pilot 9 C 9 Single
Instructor Pilot 10 A 6 Single
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Instructor Pilot 1

Instructor Pilot 1 is a male in his 20s who currently instructs MQ-9 student pilots at
Squadron A. He is fluent in both Spanish and English and is originally from the East Coast. He
has been in the USAF for six years and has only served as an MQ-9 pilot and instructor pilot.
During his career, he has been stationed at both Ellsworth AFB and the MQ-9 FTU. As he is
single and separated from his family by over a thousand miles, he cares deeply about the
relationships he has formed with friends in the USAF and references them as his “military
family.”
Instructor Pilot 2

Instructor Pilot 2 is a male in his 30s who is currently on terminal leave in the final days
of his USAF career but previously instructed MQ-9 student pilots at Squadron B. He has a
breadth of experience in both the MQ-1 and MQ-9 aircraft and has conducted launch and
recovery during deployments as well as flying missions remotely. He has been in the USAF for
seven years and has been stationed at Creech AFB and the MQ-9 FTU. He places a great deal of
value on bettering himself, and he has just completed a master’s degree. Instructor Pilot 2
describes himself as a workaholic who finds importance in making his leadership look good
through his personal efforts.
Instructor Pilot 3

Instructor Pilot 3 is a male in his 30s who currently instructs MQ-9 student pilots at
Squadron D. He is a highly experienced instructor pilot who has earned qualifications as both an
evaluator pilot and a designated instructor to train new instructor pilots. He has been in the
USAF for six years and has been stationed at both Ellsworth AFB and the MQ-9 FTU. Instructor

Pilot 3 is not shy in highlighting the influence his career had on his relationship with his previous
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wife and subsequent mental health struggles. He champions the importance of seeking mental
healthcare through the military and outside of the tools the military provides, including the
Wounded Warrior program.
Instructor Pilot 4

Instructor Pilot 4 is a male in his 20s who currently instructs MQ-9 student pilots at
Squadron A. He is a recently qualified launch and recovery pilot and instructor pilot who has
been in the USAF for six years. He has been stationed at both Hurlburt Field and the MQ-9 FTU.
Instructor Pilot 4 is married with a child on the way and resultantly places a lot of emphasis on
the importance of being able to provide his family with a safe environment and access to familial
support once his child is born. Being from the East Coast originally, he referenced the fact that it
would be difficult to provide this were he to stay in the USAF. He noted that as nearly all MQ-9
bases are in the Midwest of the United States, it is nearly impossible for him to live close to his
family without terminating his career.
Instructor Pilot 5

Instructor Pilot 5 is a male in his 30s who is currently on terminal leave in the final days
of his USAF career, but previously taught MQ-9 student pilots at Squadron C. He is a highly
qualified aviator who has previous experience as an electronic warfare officer in the B-52 before
training to be an MQ-9 instructor and evaluator pilot. He has been in the USAF for nine years
and has been stationed at Cannon AFB and the MQ-9 FTU during his MQ-9 career. Being young
and single, he placed a great deal of emphasis on being unhappy with the duty stations to which
he has been assigned. He expressed frustration with the USAF assignment process, as for both of
his assignments, he received his bottom choice of base locations while being highly desired by

his top locations’ commanders.
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Instructor Pilot 6

Instructor Pilot 6 is a male in his 30s who currently instructs MQ-9 student pilots at
Squadron B. He has been in the USAF for six years and has been stationed at Cannon AFB and
the MQ-9 FTU. He is highly educated, with a background in engineering, and cites one of the
main reasons for his separation from the USAF as lack of access in the military to transfer these
skills, and thus he is seeking civilian employment as an engineer. Additionally, he references the
fact that being stationed in very rural places in the Midwest United States is a detriment to his
spouse’s career, which has caused him to have a single-income household he would not
otherwise have.
Instructor Pilot 7

Instructor Pilot 7 is a male in his 40s who currently instructs MQ-9 student pilots at
Squadron C. He is a highly qualified aviator who served both as an enlisted crew chief and as a
commissioned navigator in the B-52. He has been in the USAF for 20 years and is an instructor,
designated instructor, and evaluator in the MQ-9. During his MQ-9 career, he has been stationed
at Ellsworth AFB and the MQ-9 FTU. He references intrinsic motivation to be his main reason
for terminating his career, as he no longer feels like he is progressing in the MQ-9 community
and that for personal growth, he needs to move on.
Instructor Pilot 8

Instructor Pilot 8 is a male in his 30s who currently instructs MQ-9 student pilots at
Squadron E. He has been in the USAF for nine years and has only served in the RPA career field
as both an MQ-1 and MQ-9 pilot. He has been stationed at Whiteman AFB, Creech AFB,
Hancock Field, and one of the MQ-9 FTU’s geographically separated units. He is a highly

qualified instructor pilot who has conducted launch and recovery during deployments as well as
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flying missions remotely. He bases his career decision-making mainly on the fact that his spouse
has a successful career, and due to his military service, they have never been able to live
together. He wants to start his family and feels that the locations the MQ-9 career field offers are
not compatible with balancing his own career, his spouse’s career, and the ability to have
children.
Instructor Pilot 9

Instructor Pilot 9 is a male in his 20s who currently instructs MQ-9 student pilots at
Squadron C. He has been in the USAF for nine years and has been stationed at Cannon AFB and
the MQ-9 FTU. He is a highly qualified instructor pilot who has conducted launch and recovery
during deployments as well as flying missions remotely. Instructor Pilot 9 stated that the greatest
joys in his career come from flight instruction of students, a duty which he wished he could
spend more time executing as opposed to his additional duties. Interestingly, he is the only MQ-9
instructor pilot participant who volunteered to come to the MQ-9 FTU location and wishes to
stay longer, but has been denied and thus is terminating his career to avoid returning to other
locations he deems undesirable.
Instructor Pilot 10

Instructor Pilot 10 is a male in his 20s who currently instructs MQ-9 student pilots at
Squadron A. He has been in the USAF for six years and has been stationed at Creech AFB and
the MQ-9 FTU. Unlike any of the other participants, he was commissioned through ROTC and
pursued aviation as his college degree, earning various pilot certificates. He notes how his career
decision-making has been heavily influenced by the fact that he found out shortly before
graduation that he would not be receiving a commission as a manned aircraft pilot but as an MQ-

9 pilot. This left him feeling stuck, cheated, and frustrated throughout his career thus far.
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Results

The purpose of this transcendental phenomenology was to describe the shared
experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots who were considering discontinuing military service at the
USAF’s MQ-9 FTU. I gathered data from each participant through individual interviews,
protocol writing prompts, and focus group interviews. I asked each of the participants 21
individual interview questions. Upon completion of the individual interview, each participant
was asked to write a minimum two-paragraph letter to a hypothetical MQ-9 pilot. Finally, I
asked each of the three focus group interview groups seven discussion questions to consider and
discuss as a group.

The data collection was focused on the central research question and three additional sub-
questions. The central research question was: What is the shared experience of USAF MQ-9
instructor pilots who are considering discontinuing their military career? To help answer the
central research question, the three sub-questions included the following questions: (1) What is
the decision-making experience of USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots who are considering
discontinuing their military career? (2) How do USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots describe the
impact of their career on their family’s quality of life? (3) How do USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots
describe the challenges of creating work/life balance in their career? Through data analysis, I
identified three themes and nine subthemes that are described in the following section and

depicted graphically in Table 2.
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Table 2

Codes Leading to Themes

Codes Themes Subthemes

Family difficulties (33)
Lack of opportunities (28)
Bonus ineffective (26)
Bureaucratic work (24)
Poor quality of life (20)

Additional Duties Take Priority
Workload Struggle to Balance Work and Life

Compensation Versus Effort

Far from home (14)

Shift work (35) Location
Leadership not caring (29)

Unwanted assignment (25) Instability

Unpredictability (16) Schedule
Unmerited promotions (13) .
Restrictions (10) Leadership

Moral injury (30)

Support systems (30) Tempered Through Exposure
Difficulty understanding (18)

Mission impact (15) Mental Health Limited Access to Mental Healthcare
Resiliency (13)

Inadequate help (12) No One Understands

Mental health stigma (10)

Workload

All MQ-9 instructor pilots agreed that the military required a great deal of work from
them both during official work hours and after hours, especially when discussing the multiple
duties they were required to maintain in addition to being an instructor, the difficulty of
managing work-life balance, and their compensation relative to their effort. In reference to how
difficult managing the workload was throughout his career Instructor Pilot 9 stated,

I kind of got to see some of the declines for the first time in my life, you know,

performance in the areas I had value in starting to decline, and I started to realize
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that really, as much as we don't want it to, what we do and how we get our

paycheck basically really does define us in a lot of ways. It takes a lot from us.

This statement emphasized both the mental and physical tolls that such high workloads
can have on an individual, resulting in unhappiness and subsequent career decision-making.
Instructor Pilot 1 further identified the fact that when a member shows a strong work ethic, their
leadership is likely “going to reward you with even more work,” as they have proven their ability
to manage a high workload.

Additional Duties Take Priority

Every MQ-9 instructor pilot referenced the fact that they had to keep up with at least one
additional duty on top of their expected daily instructional duties. Instructor Pilot 9 lamented:

Flying, teaching a student to fly, launch and recovery, whatever it is, that is my

dream job, and I really did enjoy every single bit of it I ever got to do. The

stresses of the bureaucracy and the additional duties and vectoring towards FGO

[Field Grade Officer], which is where I'm at my career right now, kind of takes a

lot of that off the table.

Many also felt that their additional duties took more time and focus than their primary
instructional duties. Instructor Pilot 6 highlighted this through the statement, “as aviators, we
kind of have more than one job. Flying just kind of feels like our secondary duty,” rather than the
instructional duty that he had been brought to the FTU to complete.

Struggle to Balance Work and Life

Eight of the 10 MQ-9 instructor pilots agreed that finding work-life balance in their

careers was difficult, if not impossible, at various stages or locations throughout their careers.

When discussing the requirements of his job, Instructor Pilot 8 stated, “they're always asking
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more of you, and you give more. Then you start giving more, and you have nothing else to give,
so you start giving the time you spend with your family,” and that upon returning from work his
wife would often comment “there’s nothing left of you” to give their family. Further highlighting
how this was the normal expectation and not an anomaly, Instructor Pilot 8 also commented,
“you have to do the work because you know it's going to affect your promotion somewhere
down the line,” indicating that without this effort, members could not advance their careers.

Pay Versus Effort

Every MQ-9 instructor pilot agreed that they were well compensated with money and
benefits in comparison to their civilian counterparts, but many referenced the fact that the sheer
effort and time they had to devote to their careers could not be counteracted with any amount of
money. Discussing the retention bonus, Instructor Pilot 4 was adamant he would:

Rather have the lifestyle that I want in the location I want, making equal or less

than I do now rather than making triple. So, no, the money involved, I would take

probably a 50% pay cut to live where I want and not do this job.

While the pay was repeatedly defined as adequate and the benefits were described as
above average through all three data collection methods, participants still frequently referenced
the fact that they would accept much less compensation if they were able to reduce their
additional duties and just serve as instructor pilots. In reference to the money he will be able to
earn as a civilian, Instructor Pilot 2 quipped, “I'm not leaving for better pay. I'm leaving for
stability.”

Instability
All MQ-9 instructor pilots referenced instability as being a key factor in why they were

terminating their careers, although there were different facets of instability that were contributing
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to their decision-making. The three biggest subthemes that drove instability were the base
locations available to MQ-9 instructor pilots, the unpredictability of their work schedules, and
the variability of leadership quality. Instructor Pilot 7 was very clear about his feelings toward
the USAF after a 20-year career in the statement, “I don't want them to have any say in what I do
anymore. ['ve been a puppet for 20, what’s going to be 22 years, and I just want to say where |
go.” While the MQ-9 career field brought a great deal of instability, Instructor Pilot 1 noted that
support systems were integral in dealing with these issues, and in his writing prompt, he
encouraged future MQ-9 pilots to remember that the “mission will always be there regardless of
the squadron, but it is the people that you are surrounded by that will make or break your career.”
Location

Seven out of 10 MQ-9 instructor pilots agreed that their current, past, or potential future
duty stations’ location was influencing their decision to terminate their careers. While this
subtheme appeared in all data collection methods, it was discussed repeatedly in the focus group
interviews, where the participants recognized that very few of them had received assignments at
their desired locations. When discussing future location options, Instructor Pilot 3 observed,

I'm going to the guard component in Tucson just because I'm tired of getting

thrown around to other bases, and it just seems like we're the one career field

where we can have bases literally anywhere, and all the bases choose to be

terrible.

This quote highlights one fact that appeared over 15 times, that while the MQ-9 career
field can operate remotely from any location, the bases tended to be in undesirable locations in
the Midwest portion of the United States. Instructor Pilot 1 expanded on the difficulty associated

with the current basing options with the statement, “a lot of bases are kind of like remote,
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desolate areas. Me being from Miami, it kind of gets old and can be tough on your mental health,
living in the middle of nowhere America.”
Schedule

All MQ-9 instructor pilots referenced the fact that their schedule, either at the operational
units or a the FTU, had created instability in their lives. In reference to operational flying and
shift work, Instructor Pilot 7 noted, “it's just the sheer overtaxing of how much a body can
physically and mentally sustain the ops cycle. The Panamas, the rotating shifts back and forth,
you can only take so much of it before it burns you out.” When discussing the schedule at the
FTU, which some instructors stated was less taxing than operational units, Instructor Pilot 3
thought that,

Initially, it felt that way, but then you get advanced instructor, you get designated

instructor, and you get evaluator, all these add-ons and suddenly the schedulers

are shifting you six hours earlier from one day to the other.

This experience goes against an idea that many instructor pilots believe when they
receive an assignment to the FTU, which is that it will be a break from the difficulties they faced
at operational units such as shift work and rotating schedules.

Leadership

Leadership was defined as a “mixed bag” for MQ-9 instructor pilots, with some leaders
being highly positive in influencing participants’ desire to continue their career, while others
were identified as the sole reason why a participant was terminating their career. This variability
of leadership quality and the average timeframe of a USAF squadron commanders’ leadership
ranging between 2-3 years for each participant was noted as a significant contributing factor.

This dichotomy is highlighted between Instructor Pilot 5’s reflection on his current leader at the
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FTU of, “if we had more people like that, that would also make it more difficult to leave and
make me potentially want to stay” and Instructor Pilot 4’s recollection of how his first
commander “told me that on our first meeting that I was basically a piece of meat and that's how
that's how they would treat us, like assets, and that was a little discouraging.” These significantly
different experiences exemplify the instability between leadership experiences that can influence
career decision-making.

Mental Health

Mental health and access to mental healthcare within the MQ-9 community are known to
be complex and difficult topics to address, particularly when considering the unique problem set
MQ-9 pilots face in not being physically deployed when they witness the loss of life or
participation in difficult military operations. Instructor Pilot 9 summed up this unique problem
set by saying:

You will be tired and not as healthy, have to pour your efforts into getting that 1%

better at all times, view and participate in the horrors of war, and all the while, the

vast majority of people in your life will not understand what you are going

through.

When speaking about the difficulty of managing his own mental health struggles,
Instructor Pilot 9 further stated, “I didn't even bother with professional help because I think what
we were going through was outside the scope of anybody really understanding it.” Discussion of
mental health topics was a constant across all three forms of data collection, showing the
importance and prevalence of this theme. Though they occurred repeatedly, the discussions were
deeper during the focus group interviews, possibly due to the participants’ ability to commiserate

with one another in that format. Although every participant agreed that their mental health had
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been affected in some way by their MQ-9 career, Instructor Pilot 3 shared the unique
perspective, “where I didn't realize it affected me was in my marriage... when that ended partly
due to the mental effects that I didn't understand that I have,” exposing how mental health
difficulties can affect both the members and their families even if they don’t recognize it at the
time.

Tempered Through Exposure

Nine out of 10 MQ-9 instructor pilots agreed that they had been exposed to traumatic or
life-changing experiences, and many discussed the moral injury that comes with the actions
taken in their careers. Even the instructors who specifically said that their mental health had not
been affected by their MQ-9 career, like Instructor Pilot 6, recognized that his experiences were
“always going to be there, and they're never going to go away.” However, many of them
explained that they felt these experiences increased their resiliency over time, as they became
better at compartmentalization and managing their feelings. In reference to his MQ-9 career,
Instructor Pilot 9 noted he felt more resilient overall, although,

The way it made me a more resilient person was by tempering me against these

sorts of things. There's a whole bunch of things that I've seen and even done that

were kind of, I guess, interesting. [ wouldn't use the word traumatic, but they

were. They'll definitely stick with me for life.

Responses like these were common in the individual interviews, as participants were
careful to avoid labeling themselves with mental health issues or trauma that could prevent them
from flying. This quote not only emphasizes how temperance through exposure and
compartmentalization exists within the MQ-9 instructor pilot community but also the fear

associated with mental health stigmas.
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Limited Access to Mental Healthcare

Regardless of its improved efforts, the USAF still faces difficulties in providing adequate,
easily accessible mental health care to its MQ-9 instructor pilots. Instructor Pilot 3 recalled his
own struggle to access mental health treatment and said:

I just think the outreach needs to be better because... you have to be on the verge

of doing something drastic before you get to see like a therapist or a psychologist.

I went through wounded warrior to get treatment off base because that was faster,

and it was better, and it was higher quality than what we had available to us.

Instructor Pilot 8 further highlighted the difficulty of seeking mental healthcare as an
aviator, referencing annual mental health questionnaires in the quote,

Let's be honest, everyone in the flying career pretty much knows you're going to

answer no all the way down the line, even if you're feeling bad. Because if you

really are feeling bad, they’re going to pull you aside and talk to you. But until

that point, that breaking point, you're going to be all green because you want to be

good to fly.

This quote was echoed throughout the data collection as many participants expressed
avoiding discussing mental health with medical professionals or leadership out of fear that their
health status would be changed from “green” to “red” and they would lose their flying status.
No One Understands

Every MQ-9 instructor pilot commented on the difficulty of sharing their feelings with
others outside of the career field, a topic that repeatedly came to light in the writing prompts,
potentially due to their more confidential feel. Some participants felt that they did not want to

burden their friends and family with the heavy feelings or stigma that come with the taking of
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life they participated in, while others simply felt that their career was too technical to discuss
with anyone outside of the career field. Instructor Pilot 10 summed up his feelings with the stark
statement:

I would occasionally, after harder nights, go to the bar with a buddy to try and

completely numb myself from all that has happened. It doesn’t really work. I

don’t recommend drinking yourself to death but talk to your bros when you need

to. It is likely that your family won’t be able to understand.

Instructor Pilot 10 expressed these concerning yet sincere feelings in his writing prompt,
a trend which occurred throughout the mental health theme, likely due to the fact that the writing
prompts were completed alone in a setting where the participants may have felt more secure in
expressing these deep feelings. Instructor Pilot 8 echoed these feelings of unwillingness to share
his career experiences with family. He lamented, “my wife still doesn't know what I really do...
I've never taken her to a family day because I won’t want to expose her to what we really do.”
Outlier Data and Findings

While most of the MQ-9 instructor pilots shared very similar experiences that drove their
career decision-making, two interesting outlier findings presented themselves through data
collection. One participant was commissioned as an officer through a different source than the
other participants, which resulted in being assigned to unmanned aircraft with little opportunity
to turn the career down. This experience led him to have a significantly different reason for
career termination than his peers. Additionally, one participant presents physically as a person of
color, which caused discrimination, even if he identified it as joking or harmless, to occur in his
workplace. He found that it was part of his career that he had to accept as unchangeable, and he

referenced the fact that it has somewhat influenced his decision to leave his MQ-9 career.
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Outlier Finding #1: Forced into MQ-9s

One MQ-9 instructor pilot had spent many years training to be a manned aircraft pilot
during college and, in the last year of his Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) program,
learned that he would not be considered for anything other than an RPA pilot job. His options
had been limited down to paying back the military for his college education or accepting a job he
did not want and the associated six-year ADSC. Instructor Pilot 10 stated, “I came into MQ-9’s
feeling angry and cheated that I wasn’t going to be a ‘real pilot.” I grew up thinking I would fly
and have come to the reality that I most likely will not.” Unlike other participants in the study
who had the opportunity to turn down their selection for RPAs before signing their USAF
contract, Instructor Pilot 10, who was receiving a commission through ROTC, felt backed into a
corner and forced to accept a large amount of debt from his aviation education or accept a career
he did not want.
Outlier Finding #2: Discrimination

One MQ-9 instructor pilot felt that discrimination was a significant factor in his career
decision-making. Of note, this MQ-9 instructor pilot was one of two non-White participants, and
he felt that the fact that he was not a White male in a predominantly Caucasian, male career field
caused him to receive more stereotyping and verbal harassment than his peers. Instructor Pilot 8
stated that most of his first interactions with other aircrew members consisted of:

Hey, you're not a White male. We're going to point it out. We'll make fun of it and

will laugh it off. I wouldn't say I lose an opportunity, or I get ostracized because

of my ethnicity, but it's definitely the first detail noticed and the first detail that

gets highlighted.
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He further went on to discuss the fact that he did not feel safe to speak out against these
kinds of comments because “this is the norm, we're going to accept it...If [ speak up, it's going to
be weird because I'm the only one that feels that way.” Interestingly, this finding came up solely
in the individual interview and not in the focus group interview or writing prompt, which may
have been due to the intimacy and comfort afforded in the one-on-one interview setting.

Research Question Responses

Through this research, I sought to develop a deeper understanding of the shared
experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots who are considering discontinuing their military service at
the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU. The research was framed with one central research question and three
sub-questions. The central research question was: What is the shared experience of USAF MQ-9
instructor pilots who are considering discontinuing their military career? To help answer the
central research question, the three sub-questions included: (1) What is the decision-making
experience of USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots who are considering discontinuing their military
career? (2) How do USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots describe the impact of their career on their
family’s quality of life? (3) How do USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots describe the challenges of
creating work/life balance in their career?

Central Research Question

What is the shared experience of USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots who are considering
discontinuing their military career? The instructor pilots described their experiences as a
precarious balance between the mental and physical exhaustion of their job with the pride and
accomplishment they felt in instructing future MQ-9 pilots. Instructor Pilot 7 described receiving
his instructor qualification as the most influential and important part of his career. He stated that

learning “how to instruct, what to instruct, and more-so digging into the publications, not just
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giving one avenue approach, but specifically how to instruct to different people” was pinnacle in
developing himself as a person and an educator. Many participants noted that this sense of
accomplishment was diminished as they increased in experience and rank, as their duties became
less about instructing and revolved instead around administrative work. When discussing what
the main influences behind his termination were, Instructor Pilot 9 said:

I would say that a 20-year career seems pretty daunting considering that I'm not

even halfway through, and this was probably easy half in terms of responsibilities

and stresses and such, especially when you factor in those stresses, become more

bureaucratic in nature for the second half of your career.

The concept of career advancement driving a decrease in interaction with students
and more time spent tending to additional duties was consistent among instructor pilots
throughout all three forms of data collection. Further echoing the lack of opportunity to
progress as an educator, Instructor Pilot 3 commented that one of his main reasons for
career termination was ‘“not having enough opportunity to do things that I find
interesting. I just wanted to go work as an ROTC instructor, or I wanted to work with
AETC... but there is no opportunity for me to do that.” Unfortunately, when Instructor
Pilot 3 expressed interest in these opportunities to increase his educational abilities and
broaden his career to higher headquarters, he was informed that in order to properly
advance his career, he must return to an operational unit flying the mission due to the fact
that he had already completed his instructional duties at the FTU.
Sub-Question One

What is the decision-making experience of USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots who are

considering discontinuing their military career? The MQ-9 instructor pilots’ perspective is that
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their decision-making hinged upon weighing whether or not the effort and work they were
expected to contribute instructing were worth their current compensation. In reference to how his
workload at the FTU compared to previous assignments, Instructor Pilot 3 commented, “I think I
bring home a lot more. I find myself communicating, especially in the student affairs role that
I'm in, well past duty hours trying to fix problems.” He found that the expectations of dealing
with student problems outside of the duty day combined with “the unpredictability of the
schedule at the schoolhouse” were not worth his current level of compensation. In line with this
thinking, Instructor Pilot 4 said:

Coming here [to the FTU] and having a weekend and then being able to be on a

relatively consistent sleep schedule, I think for me, it's opened my eyes to like,

what normal life can be like and that we don't have to do this like this doesn't have

to be normal. It's kind of just put me in the direction of I'm ready to punch in and

punch out of the nine to five, and it doesn't have to be at [the FTU]. It doesn't

have to be in the Air Force.

Interestingly, this quote shows that experiencing consistency at the FTU actually
encouraged Instructor Pilot 4 to seek employment outside of the military, as he did not want to
return to the inconsistent scheduling and poor quality of life associated with operational units.
Sub-Question Two

How do USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots describe the impact of their career on their
family’s quality of life? MQ-9 instructor pilots described their careers as significantly impactful
on their families, specifically in reference to the ability to spend time with and communicate with
family. These feelings were highlighted more often in the writing prompts than in any other data

collection method, possibly due to their more private nature compared to interviews and focus
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groups. When discussing the unique problems that come with remote warfare and family quality
of life, Instructor Pilot 10 stated:

Being at war remotely does cause its issues. The book [On Killing Remotely] talks

to one of the biggest struggles is that there is no time to decompress from warfare.

Unlike all other career fields that require travel to and from the country and have

days to decompress, you might only have 30 minutes to go from war to home with

your family.

When reflecting on his own family status, Instructor Pilot 10 recognized that “being
single is a little easier since you can sleep when you need to and adjust. My friends that had
families had a harder time.” Able to expand further on the difficulty that the career field’s strains
had on his family, in his writing prompt, Instructor Pilot 7 encouraged future MQ-9 instructor
pilots to “remember that they too suffer from your work schedule, but they can also find
happiness so long as you are willing to talk, explain, and listen to your spouse and children.
Don’t assume they understand. Communication is key.” While this quote highlights how
important communication with family was to maintain their quality of life, many participants
expressed difficulty discussing their careers with family due to the classification of life and death
nature of their work, making consistent communication difficult.

Sub-Question Three

How do USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots describe the challenges of creating work/life
balance in their career? The MQ-9 instructor pilots described creating work/life balance in their
career as nearly impossible at some points in their career. In reference to his MQ-9 career as a
whole, Instructor Pilot 9 remarked, “it's no secret that you definitely earn your paycheck in the

military, and it's hard work, you know, especially since we're all salaried employees. I mean, it
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can turn into long hours for weeks or even months.” When specifically discussing work/life
balance at the, FTU Instructor Pilot 4 stated, “even though I am not on shift work and I have a
normal sleep schedule, the quality of my life is not what it could be or where I wish to live.” This
feeling was shared by nearly all of the participants, specifically in the focus group interviews
where they were able to empathize with one another. Instructor Pilot 8 offered some advice on
how to manage this work/life balance problem with the statement, “don’t forget you’re also
human. Take some time for you. The Air Force will demand every waking moment from you,
don’t let it. Grow the person you are, not the aviator, not the officer.”
Summary

Chapter four revealed both the results and analysis of the study. Through the
transcendental phenomenological analysis procedures of individual interviews, protocol writing
prompts, and focus group interviews, I identified the three themes of workload, instability, and
mental health that influenced MQ-9 instructor pilots’ career decision-making processes. Further,
I identified nine subthemes of additional duties take priority, struggle to balance work and life,
compensation versus effort, location, schedule, leadership, tempered through exposure, limited
access to mental healthcare, and no one understands. Interestingly, most MQ-9 instructor pilots
identified the USAF’s biggest retention program, the aviation bonus, as completely unimportant
in their decision-making process, instead remarking that they would take pay cuts for better
family quality of life and fewer additional duties. Through the identification of these themes and
subthemes, this chapter culminated with answers to the central research question and three sub-

questions.



123

CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION

Overview

The purpose of this transcendental phenomenology is to describe the shared experiences
of MQ-9 instructor pilots who were considering discontinuing military service at the USAF’s
MQ-9 FTU. This chapter presents a discussion of the identified themes and interpretation of
those findings. With these interpretations in mind, I recommend suggestions for modification to
policy and practice within the USAF and at the MQ-9 FTU. Additionally, I discuss the
theoretical and empirical implications identified from the research. Finally, this chapter
concludes with acknowledgment of the limitations and delimitations within the study, as well as
recommendations for future research.

Discussion

In this section, I utilize transcendental phenomenological research to identify findings
and provide in-depth interpretations of those findings. From the thematic analysis, | have
identified four key thematic findings that include additional duties decreased workplace
satisfaction, compensation was deemed adequate but not enough to stay, mental health stigmas
continued to prevent healthcare usage, and that desirable assignment locations could prevent
unhappiness. With consideration to these thematic findings, this section also covers the
implications for policy and practice that were identified through my research analysis. While
applicable solutions are offered, this study further serves to confirm and advance both the
theoretical framework and empirical literature discussed within Chapter Two. Thus, I
additionally discuss the theoretical and empirical implications and how the results of my research
relate to Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory and Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory.

Additionally, this section offers a discussion of the two limitations and three delimitations
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contained within the research. Finally, I offer recommendations for future research directions
related to the study of attrition within the MQ-9 career field.
Interpretation of Findings

This research examined the shared experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots who are
considering discontinuing their military service at the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU. Upon completion of
that data analysis, three themes that influenced career decision-making processes were identified,
which included workload, instability, and mental health. Within the theme of workload were
three subthemes that included additional duties take priority, struggle to balance work and life,
and compensation versus effort. Within the theme of instability were three subthemes that
included location, schedule, and leadership. Finally, within the theme of mental health, there
were three subthemes that included tempered through exposure, limited access to mental
healthcare, no one understands.
Summary of Thematic Findings

Many findings were discovered through thematic analysis, but four stood out as the most
significant. These thematic findings were that additional duties decreased workplace satisfaction,
compensation was deemed adequate but not enough to stay, mental health stigmas continue to
prevent healthcare usage, and that desirable assignment locations could prevent unhappiness.
Concerning the first thematic finding, every instructor pilot referenced the duties they are
assigned in addition to instructional requirements as being influential on their career decision-
making and as something they were looking forward to eliminating in their future civilian career.
The second thematic finding presented itself in every participant’s response. Although the
participants repeatedly identified the USAF as extremely competitive in pay and time off

compared to civilian careers, they all felt that they would be expected to complete significantly



125

less work or experience fewer hardships if they terminated their MQ-9 career, making the
compensation irrelevant in career decision-making. For the third thematic finding, nearly all
instructor pilots referenced the MQ-9 career field as an influence on their mental health, with
many referencing the fact that they had to seek help outside of the military or avoid help at all in
order to continue flying. Finally, for the fourth thematic finding, nine out of 10 instructor pilots
referenced the fact that they were either assigned to a location they did not want when there were
other options available that they were qualified for or the concern of returning to an undesirable
location as a driving factor behind their career decision-making.

Additional Duties Decreased Workplace Satisfaction. Throughout the research, nearly
every participant referenced the fact that their additional duties, rather than their instructional
duties, felt like their primary duty. Instructor Pilot 6 noted that “as aviators, we kind of have
more than one job. Flying just kind of feels like our secondary duty.” The additional duties that
each participant held secondarily to their role as an instructor pilot varied significantly, with
some members holding technical jobs like security manager, while others held coordinating roles
like student affairs officer or leadership roles like flight commander. This problem is not unique
to the MQ-9 FTU, but instead, this annual additional duty change is expected and required if the
member intends to progress their career at the normal pace. Regardless of the job, all of the
participants faced the same issues: their additional duty changed every year and required new
training, and their additional duty required additional time outside of the typical 6-8 hours of
flying instruction that was expected daily. Nine of the 10 participants agreed that their additional
duties were significantly influential on their happiness within the USAF, and many identified this

unhappiness and additional workload as a contributing factor to their career termination.
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Of the many comments about their unhappiness with the workload associated with their
additional duties, a continual recurring subject was the fact that other employers do not expect
this type of work without additional pay. Participants repeatedly referenced that their civilian
counterparts, like DOD contracted MQ-9 instructor pilots or airline pilots, do not have these
duties, which Instructor Pilot 5 made very clear by saying, “they just show up, brief, fly, debrief
and leave.” This comparison to the seemingly lower requirements for their civilian counterparts
and the continually growing workload made participants increasingly frustrated as their careers
progressed, and more additional work was expected to keep up with their peers in promotability.
Instructor Pilot 1 expressed his frustration through the statement, “I’m an MQ-9 pilot. I'm an
instructor. Why am I doing this admin job at eight p.m. when I wasn't trained to be a security
manager? I was trained to be an MQ-9 pilot.” When pressed about how this workload influenced
his workplace satisfaction, he commented, “it seems like more and more we are administrators
that have to be pilots as opposed to, you know, actual pilots.” Statements like these were
common between participants, where many, like Instructor Pilot 10, who said, “I honestly feel
like I'm just not doing what I want to do,” highlighting his dissatisfaction with his career.

Although this additional duty problem is known to be an issue throughout the USAF, it is
important to note that other U.S. military branches have identified these issues and taken steps to
correct them. One such example is the United States Army, Navy, Coast Guard, and Marines’
use of warrant officers; a military members’ rank whose responsibilities fall somewhere between
that of an enlisted member and that of a commissioned officer. The United States Army (2021a)
defines warrant officers as “technically and tactically focused and able to perform the primary
duties of technical leader, advisor, and commander,” as opposed to their more leadership-focused

commissioned officer. This warrant officer rank, which originated as flight officers in the Army
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Air Forces during World War II as a way to create more combat aviators without giving enlisted
members aircraft command, places emphasis on the technical duties these members have been
assigned to rather than the bureaucratic work and leadership roles that commissioned officers
garner (Callander, 1991). Due to difficulties managing how warrant officers fit into the existing
enlisted member and commissioned officer hierarchy, the USAF discontinued the rank shortly
after its conception (Callander, 1991). The United States Army specifically still offers this
program today for those interested in being Army aviators alone, offering a direct route for
members who desire to primarily serve as aviators rather than officers (United States Army,
2021b). This type of opportunity could be a pathway for those like Instructor Pilot 10, who
“didn't really join to be a colonel” but instead “wanted to join and fly.” While the USAF does not
offer warrant officer positions, it has tried similar, short-lived projects in the past to attempt to
address this issue.

Since at least 2017, the USAF has recognized that it has aviators who are simply
dissatisfied with their career due to the additional duties expected of them. After surveying its
members and receiving feedback that an aviation-only track would increase retention for a subset
of members who want only wanted to fly, the Air Mobility Command section of the USAF put a
program into place (Panzino, 2017). Unfortunately, this program lasted less than two years after
it was tested on only two members after noting that there was no interest in the program (Losey,
2020). After identifying this as a desire within the aviation community as of 2017 and hearing
MQ-9 Instructor Pilot 8 echo this with statements about how the USAF arbitrarily “slaps some
office work on you so you can practice those nifty officer skills you learned at your

commissioning source,” it is hard to believe that there was no interest in the aviation-only track.
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This thematic finding of additional duties decreasing workplace satisfaction aligns with
Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory that I used to build this research’s theoretical
framework. In line with his theory, additional duties can be categorized as a hygiene factor or a
workplace scenario that employees seek to avoid (Herzberg, 1966, 2003). As these factors
significantly influence workplace satisfaction, it could be possible that removing or reducing the
negative hygiene factor of additional duties could increase workplace satisfaction and
subsequently improve retention outcomes. As noted in Chapter Two, hygiene factors do not
create job satisfaction, but the reduction of these factors can mitigate dissatisfaction. Similarly,
motivation factors like pay or promotion increase job satisfaction, but only to a certain extent if
negative hygiene factors are present (Herzberg et al., 1959). This concept aligns with the
USGAO?’s (2020) data showing that the RPA pilot retention bonus did not outweigh the negative
factors within the career field, as well as this research, where Instructor Pilot 1 referenced the
fact that he would only consider renewing his contract and taking the bonus “if it was like a
million dollars, like ridiculously life-changing money.”

Compensation was Deemed Adequate but Not Enough to Stay. Although all but one
participant referenced the fact that their current pay nor the retention bonus was not enough to
make them consider renewing their contract with the USAF, every participant recognized that
their compensation was adequate and often better than that of their civilian counterparts. In
reference to military benefits, Instructor Pilot 7 commented, “not only do we get the holidays and
weekends off, but you get 30 days a year. I'd say it's well above some civilian counterpart jobs,”
and Instructor Pilot 9 recognized that in the civilian sector he wouldn’t be guaranteed “housing
allowances, food allowances, and family leave and sick days and vacation days.” Even the pay

itself was considered as highly competitive, with Instructor Pilot 2 emphasizing that in his career
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search, it had been difficult to “find a job that is going to pay me anything like $100,000” to
match his current standard of living. With all of these accolades in mind, it is important to
consider that regardless of how good the benefits were, all of the participants were still
terminating their careers, with many accepting pay cuts to do so. Instructor Pilot 8 spelled this
out with his comment, “It's not going to make me want to stay anymore. I don't think there's any
amount of money that someone can put a dollar amount to that will keep you in,” highlighting
the idea that even outstanding compensation could not outweigh his workplace dissatisfaction.

One of the key factors that participants identified as to why the compensation was not
enough to make them consider continuing their career was the amount of work they had to bring
home and its influence on their families’ quality of life. While Instructor Pilot 4 recognized that
his time off greatly exceeded his civilian counterparts, he found that the time off had
“significantly less quality,” and Instructor Pilot 9 highlighted that “the only value money has to
me is time and stability,” neither of which he felt were being adequately provided. Many
participants agreed that they had to sacrifice the time with their families or things that made them
happy in order to deal with work-related issues, which made their compensation level feel lower
as their work requirements were ever-growing. Instructor Pilot 7 commented that to terminate his
MQ-9 career, he needed to transition away from “focusing on the compensation” and instead
prioritize “joy in life and the reward that you get from work.”

In addition to their quality of life, all instructor pilots agreed that their compensation was
not compensatory for their lack of freedom in their career’s future and their future basing
locations. Location and the participants’ general unhappiness with nearly all of the MQ-9 basing
options were repeatedly highlighted throughout the research. Instructor Pilot 5 craved more

freedom of movement and “wanted to be able to actually decide where I go next and be able to
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have control in that regard.” In line with Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory, instructor pilots
perceived that they would have no control over their future or freedom, and resultantly they were
not motivated to continue putting in the effort required to continue within the career field. Over
his long career, Instructor Pilot 7 felt that he had “been a puppet for 20, going to be 22 years, and
I just want to say where I go,” regardless of the impact on his compensation.

Mental Health Stigmas Continue to Prevent Healthcare Usage. Eight of the 10
participants agreed that their mental health had been affected negatively in some way by their
careers. Although participants disagreed on the level that their mental health was affected by
their MQ-9 career, it was apparent that even those who described their mental health as the same
or better still carried concern for the stigma associated with poor mental health. Describing the
mental and physical tolls the career field takes on its members, Instructor Pilot 9 conveyed:

Shift work will age you faster than your peers, stress will load constant physical

exhaustion on you, and it is easy to fall into the trap of just putting off your

personal health while you deal with suddenly adapting to volatility and incredibly

important work.

He also went further to describe his own involvement witnessing the atrocities of
war from the other side of a camera in an experience where he “had less than 100 hours
when I watched someone get decapitated for the first time — my sensor operator that day
was 19 years old, and it was his third mission.” These events are obviously traumatic
regardless of the individual’s mental preparedness, a common problem that has been
identified in the MQ-9 career field (Chappelle et al., 2014; Hardison et al., 2017).

Although every participant had witnessed something similar to these traumatic

images in their career, they were very careful to avoid labeling themselves with words
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like “PTSD,” “trauma,” or “flashbacks,” regardless of the fact that many referenced that
they carried these issues with them. Instructor Pilot 10 recalled one night after work, he
still felt he could “hear the gunfire, the explosions, and the voices of people down there in
the thick of it” and that he was “pissed off, angry at some people in town for just being
happy” while others were suffering. Further, Instructor Pilot 9 highlighted his concern
with labeling himself through the statement, “you got to be careful with the wording. I
truly don't believe I have PTSD, but [ mean, I think some things are just kind of burned
into your memory,” showing that independent of the USAF’s attempts to reduce mental
health stigmas, stigma and the fear associated with it is still prevalent.

Through my research, it has become blatantly apparent that the MQ-9 career field can
cause mental health struggles and that the stigmas associated with it are still widespread.
However, one unexpected fact that presented itself in this research was that access to mental
healthcare was not convenient, even at a training unit where no live combat nor 24/7 operations
occur. It was surprising that mental health and inability to access adequate help was such a
popular topic in this research, as the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU is often advertised as a “break” from
combat operations where MQ-9 pilots can take a bit of time to focus on becoming better
educators on normal schedules rather than flying combat missions. Instructor Pilot 3 found that
“the availability and quality of mental health resources to folks within the career field is
significant for a lot of people and why they get out.” When referencing his own mental health
struggles, he said that he “was not satisfied with the level of mental healthcare that the military
provided. Or rather, maybe the stigma around it led me to not be satisfied.” Eventually, when he
felt that his mental health concerns could not go unaddressed, he sought mental health help off-

base through a local Wounded Warrior program that finally provided sufficient aide.
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Unfortunately, this option is not one that is made widely apparent at the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU,
with mental health access being less available than at combat units due to the manning of mental
health programs. Instructor Pilot 8 noted that compared to his prior combat unit, the FTU is “low
on resources, they also don't have an MFLAC [Military and Family Life Counselor]. I think it’s
that they're not embedded in the FTU. So, I think that just not having that lowered my
resiliency,” as opposed to when he talked to a counselor weekly at the combat unit.

Desirable Assignment Locations Could Prevent Unhappiness. One final topic that
came up at least 15 times throughout data collection was the participants’ unhappiness with their
past, current, and/or future base location options. In the MQ-9 career field, it is well known that
most base locations are in the Midwest, typically in arid desert climates. While there are other
options that have become recently available, they are highly desired and thus difficult to get.
Additionally, the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU is considered a required duty location, typically for an
MQ-9 pilot’s second assignment after their first combat tour, and its location is geographically
separated from large cities with the amenities that most individuals desire. In reference to his
displeasure with his current and previous bases, Instructor Pilot 5 quipped, “I didn't want
Cannon, and I got it, and then I didn't want to come here [the FTU], and then I got it. That's
probably close to seven, eight years of being where I don't want to be.” This unhappiness with
location did not only affect the individual participants but also their family relationships.
Instructor Pilot 7 found that the time away from his family throughout his career was “kind of
cumbersome, but over time, I've become accustomed to it and maybe even numb to a point
where I can compartmentalize it and adjust accordingly.” This type of extended unhappiness
associated with their assignment location is unlikely to motivate individuals to extend their

carcers.
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Of the many complaints about location, the lack of influence or feeling of inclusion in the
process was repeatedly identified as a stressful and dissatisfying process. Instructor Pilot 5
quantified his displeasure with the process as, “I don't think the Air Force does a good job in
potentially helping RPA people get assignments that they want.” Within the MQ-9 career field, it
is common for instructors to move every 2-3 years, and members are encouraged to update a
program called “Talent Marketplace,” which the USAF has described as a “world-class
assignment platform that will allow for more deliberate talent management through assignment
transparency and leadership involvement” (Whaley, 2021, p.1). The system allows members to
rank their assignment choices, while leadership at duty locations can “bid” on individuals with
qualifications or experience their unit could benefit from. Although it has been advertised as an
incredibly powerful and helpful tool, participants found that it was neither and accused the tool
of providing false hopes when it appears that an individual’s first choice of duty location desired
them to be stationed there as well. Instructor Pilot 6 described how at his previous assignment, he
and his fellow instructor pilots learned “the whole system is a joke. They were actually trying to
hide showing us the bids because everyone was getting mad that the bids basically mean
nothing.” Their perception of the system not actually working increased their unhappiness and
further exasperated their frustration with the assignment process.

This disconnection from being involved with their future assignment process and
subsequent unhappiness aligns with Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory. Expectancy theory
identified a relationship between an individual’s perception of what they will receive for their
efforts and the future effort they will put into their work (Vroom, 1964). Thus, employees are
categorized as rational beings that weigh effort versus reward and are resultantly motivated

rather than working to fulfill internal drivers alone (Lunenburg, 2011). With this motivation
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theory in mind, it is not surprising that the participants don’t have the buy-in to continue their
careers or feel motivated to stay by promises of more compensation. They don’t feel as if the
tools that they have provide any control or agency over their lives, nor are they effective or
transparent. Were they instead brought into a process that showed results and made them feel as
if they had some influence, they may feel more motivated to continue further in the MQ-9 career
field.

Regardless of their feelings on the effectiveness of the tools provided in determining their
future assignment location, many participants felt there was a problem with the assignment
locations in general. As MQ-9 aircraft are operated remotely, many felt that their base locations
need not be arbitrarily restricted to the extremely remote or rural areas that they are currently.
Instructor Pilot 3 spelled out his feelings about it with the statement, “it just seems like we're the
one career field where we can have bases literally anywhere, and all the bases choose to be
terrible.” Of the problems noted with the rural base options, participants most referenced poor
water quality, lack of access to quality education, difficulty dating or making friends, and long
commute distances as highly influential in their dissatisfaction. When referencing his main
reason behind career termination, Instructor Pilot 1 lamented, “it kind of gets old and can be
tough on your mental health, living in the middle of nowhere America.” These responses made it
apparent that with the unique nature of MQ-9 operations being able to be conducted from
anywhere in the world, the USAF could better leverage its basing options to retain more
instructor pilots.

Implications for Policy and Practice
This research may help policymakers within the military, leadership at the USAF’s MQ-9

FTU, and instructor pilots better understand the factors that influence attrition and provide
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potential solutions to improving retention in the future. From this research, it has become
apparent that the themes of workload, instability, and mental health issues contribute to the
attrition of instructor pilots at the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU. The findings indicate that additional
duties drive workplace dissatisfaction, current compensation does not outweigh expectations,
mental health stigmas prevent adequate care, and undesirable assignment locations drive
unhappiness. This section will present recommendations for changes in both policy and practice
that could improve these issues and potentially reduce the significant attrition rate that MQ-9
instructor pilots currently exhibit. Implications for policy include offering instructors career
paths that are primarily aviation-focused rather than leadership-focused, as well as expansion of
basing options to include more desirable locations. Implications for practice include the
development of a more consistent teaching schedule at the FTU, the hiring of additional civilian
contractors to reduce the additional duties instructors must shoulder, and more robust mental
healthcare outreach and opportunities.
Implications for Policy

This study provided an opportunity for the voices of MQ-9 instructor pilots, a unique
niche of military educators and aviators, to be heard and offers reasoning behind why it is
important for their voices to be heard. Allowing MQ-9 instructor pilots’ career decision-making
to be understood by policymakers like USAF headquarters provides a real opportunity for policy
change within the career field to occur. While the USAF recognizes that it has an aviator
retention problem, the issue is yet to be resolved (Thompson, 2018; USGAO, 2020). Through
this research, one key policy change that should be considered in order to improve retention rates
is the re-introduction of programs like the 2018 flying-only career track (Panzino, 2017). This

program was created with the intention to cut down on the additional duties required of aviators
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and allow them to focus on the career of flying they had originally joined to pursue, a key desire
that participants expressed throughout this research, with Instructor Pilot 5 identifying that over
time, “the career field gets just a little bit more admin heavy and you’re kind of doing jobs, roles,
and responsibilities that I'd probably rather not be doing, something that I don't find too fulfilling
intrinsically.” While this program was tested out and ultimately determined as undesired by
aviators, I believe that it was not appropriately fielded and that USAF leadership needs to create
opportunities for more aviators to experience it. In its application, the flying-only career track
was only tested within the Air Mobility Command of the USAF while multiple different
commands exist, it was only tested on two C-17 pilots, and for only two years (Losey, 2020).
None of these parameters seem broad enough to determine that no aviators would take the option
of reducing their workload in return for extending the commitment, especially in light of the
number of times participants in the research suggested that it would influence their decision to
terminate their career. Rather than utilizing such a narrow scope, the USAF should instead offer
this program to multiple Air Force Commands, including Air Combat Command and Air Force
Special Operations Command, where many of those who separate from their USAF aviation
career fall under. Additionally, this program should be fielded for a longer duration, as service
commitment contracts end every year, supplying a continual stream of potential participants who
may choose to continue their careers if offered such an opportunity.

While additional duties were highly regarded as influential in participants’ career
decision-making, base assignment locations were also frequently mentioned as a driving factor in
career termination. In one example from the research, Instructor Pilot 2 had actually been
stationed at his number one location for his first assignment but was concerned for future

assignments, which he explained in the quote, “I've kind of seen the best that this career has to
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offer right? I don't want to stay in long enough to see how bad it could possibly get.” Although
the USAF has recognized this issue and taken steps to correct it, like opening MQ-9 operations at
Shaw AFB in 2018, they have not put enough action into effect for MQ-9 instructor pilots to feel
as if they have a real chance to be stationed somewhere they will enjoy (Reaves, 2018). Over his
seven years in the MQ-9 career field, Instructor Pilot 5 lamented that he’d “stayed in the same
region my entire career. It's disappointing a little bit, you know? I wanted to be stationed
overseas. [ wanted to go to all of these cool locations that you see and you read about,” as
opposed to spending nearly a decade at the FTU. To prevent these feelings of disappointment
and dissatisfaction that have led to instructor attrition, I suggest that the USAF needs to continue
expansion to less rural, more desirable locations, or find ways to make the communities
surrounding their existing bases more desirable. Improvements could include bolstering the
programs and opportunities on the bases themselves or investing in the surrounding towns in a
meaningful way to reduce the problems inherent to small, rural areas. These are considerably
expensive asks of an alright tight defense budget, but if utilizing the MQ-9 and other RPAs is the
future of aviation, it only makes sense to invest in the improvement of the quality of life of their
operators.
Implications for Practice

There are numerous practices that the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU could adopt to improve the
quality of life of its instructors while potentially reducing their attrition rate. One finding that
was repeatedly brought up was the instability of the instructors’ schedules and how it negatively
impacted their mental and physical health, resulting in their desire for career termination.
Instructor Pilot 3 found that it was common for his instruction schedule to shift “six hours earlier

from one day to the other,” while Instructor Pilot 4 found it difficult to “set an appointment or
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something within two weeks” while teaching at the FTU. At the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU, the current
scheduling process provides instructors with only a day’s notice of the teaching schedule, with
multiple different educational events being possible from day to day. When attempting to
schedule his interview, one participant even commented that he was unsure of if he would be
available on a specific day, as he would not know his instructional schedule until the day prior.
As the current flying syllabus has five different subjects and over 30 possible instructional
topics, receiving roughly 24 hours’ notice can cause instructors to need to lesson plan or refresh
their knowledge in the evening, after duty-hours if they have not instructed the event recently.
Additionally, instructors are only allotted crew rest, a mandatory 12-hour break between flying
events, for actual flights and not simulator training, causing there to be the potential for a very
late night followed by a very early morning instructional event. These scheduling conflicts can
make it difficult for an instructor to spend quality time with their family or do activities they
enjoy.

These issues may apply to other instructional institutions outside of the military, as many
educators also receive limited lesson planning periods during the day and must bring their work
home after hours. In fact, in 2012, the National Center for Education Statistics found that the
average teacher receives roughly 45 minutes per day of planning time, driving them to work 52
hours a week to accomplish their lesson planning when they are typically only paid for 40. As of
2020, this fact still held true as research identified that most teachers worked 50 hours a week or
more (Worth & Van den Brande, 2020). In order to correct this scheduling instability, I suggest
that the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU must institute a scheduling process that allows for at least a week’s
notice of an instructor’s expected schedule. While this would require more work from schedulers

on the front end, it would drastically improve the predictability of instructor pilots’ schedules,
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allowing them to properly plan and prepare for more complex instructional events during duty
hours in the days prior. Additionally, the schedule could be adapted to include a planning day for
instructors, where a shorter instructional event or no event is scheduled, leaving instructors with
time during the duty day to prepare for upcoming instructional events. This could not only
improve participants’ satisfaction but likely also increase the quality of their instruction.

An additional practice that the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU should put into place is the hiring of
additional military members or contract civilians that are dedicated solely to additional duty
work. Rather than training an instructor pilot to manage their squadron’s security program
annually, hire a security manager long-term, reducing the additional duty requirement. This is
just one example, but it applies to numerous sub-sections of each instructional squadron, as every
instructor has a different additional duty that demands their time. Though this option is likely
expensive, it would have multiple benefits, including reducing the expected time instructors must
work each day, improving the continuity within duty areas as the manager would not change
each year and likely result in improvements in the performance of these duty areas. It is possible
that this practice could extend to operational squadrons and other educational institutions where
workloads are high, and staffing is low. While it may be difficult to hire qualified educators, it
could potentially be easier to hire individuals who have experience in project management or
clerical duties who could easily manage the additional work that instructors are expected to
maintain.

Finally, the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU needs to bolster its mental health programs, increase
outreach to instructors who are struggling, and offer opportunities for those who are undergoing
mental health treatment to still instruct while they receive help. As identified in the research,

mental health programs at the FTU are lacking, members are concerned about the repercussions
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if they seek help, and members simply do not know what options are available to them. With the
FTU being an assignment that typically occurs after a combat assignment, it is not surprising that
mental health is a concern that many members face. Due to the nature of combat missions, RPA
crews tend to display more common occurrences of mental health problems that may not reveal
themselves until time has passed (Armour & Ross, 2017; Gal et al., 2016; Reardon et al., 2016).
Further, it is a well-known problem that military members tend to avoid seeking mental health
help due to organizational barriers and stigma (Acosta et al., 2014; Mohatt et al., 2017).

In reference to the stigma that exists within the military, Instructor Pilot 9 said that “yes,
there is still stigma about mental health. They'll say it's okay, but you know anything that
threatens your career makes you want to be careful.” In reference to his own mental healthcare
experience, he further stated that he “didn't even bother with professional help because I think
what we were going through was outside the scope of anybody really understanding it.” In order
to prevent these occurrences, the FTU first needs to increase the manning of all of its mental
health programs, both military and civilian. Secondly, it needs to follow the lead of operational
units and embed mental healthcare providers into the squadrons themselves, both increasing
accessibility and visibility, which could help reduce the stigma associated with seeking help.
Finally, one significant practice that the FTU could employ would be increasing instructional
opportunities for those who are unable to fly due to mental health treatment. Some forms of
mental health problems can ground members from flying duties, but not from simulator events or
academic instruction. Advertising this availability could increase the likelihood that members
seek help as they could feel less like their careers will be jeopardized.

Theoretical and Empirical Implications
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Although the literature surrounding military and educator retention is vast, there is no
research that has examined the motivational factors or shared experiences of MQ-9 instructor
pilots, a niche educator that is both a military member and a teacher, and their career decision-
making. This research served to fill a gap in the theoretical and empirical literature of the
motivational factors that influence MQ-9 instructor pilots to terminate their careers at the high
rate that currently exists. The study’s participants identified both positive and negative influences
on their career decision-making regarding their shared experiences at the FTU as well as at
previous operational units. The theoretical implications include corroboration of Vroom’s (1964)
expectancy theory and Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory applicability to military and
educator research and specifically MQ-9 instructor pilots. The empirical implications include the
therapeutic nature of protocol writing in this research and how instruction itself was not an
influential factor in MQ-9 instructor pilots’ decisions to terminate their careers.

Theoretical Implications

Much of this study’s theoretical framework was grounded in Vroom’s (1964) expectancy
theory’s teachings. This motivational theory suggests that individuals are intrinsically motivated
by different desires than one another and that there is a relationship between the perception of
reward and resultant effort in the workplace (Vroom, 1964). More specifically, this theory
highlights the importance of an employer’s understanding that each employee will be motivated
by different rewards and that they will weigh the possible reward with how much effort they are
willing to exert (Lunenburg, 2011). This research served to corroborate this concept, as
participants placed varied weight on which workplace motivational factors they found influential

on their career decision-making. Some instructors valued verbal praise and physical awards for
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their effort, while others found them to be completely impractical and preferred to be rewarded
with time off or new opportunities in the workplace.

An interesting finding from this research in relation to expectancy, or an individual’s
belief that their efforts will improve workplace performance, was that some participants did not
believe that their efforts could improve their career at all. Instead, Instructor Pilot 10 suggested
that leadership often played favorites and would “pick people they want and give them extra
work to make them look better so they can get promoted,” rather than offering these
opportunities to those who put in the effort. Instructor Pilot 5 agreed, suggesting that effort or
skill had little to do with rewards in the workplace, but instead that “yes-men tend to get the rank
and get the promotion.” With this in mind, it is not surprising to see that the participants
struggled to maintain workplace motivation when instrumentality, or the understanding of their
effort resulting in positive outcomes, was doubted (Vroom, 1964).

As a complementary theory to Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory, this research’s
theoretical framework was also built upon Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory. Similar to
expectancy theory, two-factor theory is a motivational theory that examines an employee’s
workplace motivation and resultant satisfaction. However, this theory suggested that an
employee’s satisfaction was influenced by not only motivational factors like recognition and
promotion but also by hygiene factors like work conditions and company policies (Herzberg,
1966, 2003). The motivational factors serve to increase satisfaction when present, while hygiene
factors could decrease satisfaction when they are poor (Herzberg et al., 1959). This research
exemplified the applicability of this theory through participants’ feelings toward the USAF’s
retention bonus. Instructor Pilot 6 defined the cash bonus as “not enough for me to stay in,” and

Instructor Pilot 2 asserted that “a bonus means absolutely nothing to me,” in comparison to the
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expectations of increased workload and returning to an undesirable location. Such statements
make it clear that within the MQ-9 instructor pilot community, the motivational factor of a
retention bonus does not outweigh the dissatisfaction that occurs when hygiene factors like poor
work conditions, long hours, inaccessible mental healthcare, and frequent leadership changes are
common.
Empirical Implications

This research provided many interesting findings, but one finding that stood out to me
was the value that participants placed on their inclusion in this research. One trend that presented
itself throughout the focus groups and individual interviews was the idea that participants didn’t
“think the Air Force quite listens to us well,” nor did all leadership take their suggestions into
account. However, many participants thanked me for undertaking this research, as it could help
future instructor pilots not feel as frustrated or experience the scenarios they had. Specifically,
some participants defined the protocol writing prompt as “a therapeutic process,” with Instructor
Pilot 9 defining it as his “manifesto.” With these participants having been exposed to such
difficult, potentially traumatic material over the course of their careers, opportunities to feel
heard are incredibly important and hopefully will be expanded as a result of this research.

Finally, one important finding of this research is the fact that the participants truly loved
their time spent educating students and that their decision to terminate their career was not
influenced by their time or experiences instructing. Instead, their decisions were more heavily
influenced by external factors like undesirable locations, additional duty expectations, and
mental healthcare accessibility. When discussing his transition out of his active duty USAF
commitment to a Reserve MQ-9 instructor pilot career, Instructor Pilot 9 said, “I'm trying to

preserve my ability to do the job I love doing,” as his duties will be much more instruction
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focused with fewer additional duties. Instructor Pilot 7 reflected on his career and found
achieving his instructor certification was the most impactful experience he had, as he enjoyed
learning that “people have different ways of learning” and “understanding what they need and
how to present that to them” as an educator. This love for instructing bodes well for the USAF’s
MQ-9 FTU as if it is able to address the external problems within the career field, it does not
have significant issues with employees disliking their primary duty as educators.
Limitations and Delimitations

The purpose of utilizing transcendental phenomenology in my research was to develop a
deep understanding of the shared experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots who were considering
discontinuing military service at the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In order for
the research to adequately contribute knowledge to the literature surrounding Vroom’s (1964)
expectancy theory and Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory, my research focused
specifically on active duty MQ-9 instructor pilots at the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU. Resultantly, there
are two limitations and three delimitations that were presented throughout the research process.
Limitations

The two limitations in this study are that participant selection yielded only male
participants and that participant selection yielded only two participants of color. First, the lack of
female participation in this research prevented potential valuable information from being
collected. It is possible that male and female MQ-9 instructor pilots may have significant
differences in how they prioritize their career decision-making. While their lack of inclusion is
unfortunate and may leave gaps in the research, it is not unexpected, as female USAF aviators
comprise only 6.5% of the demographic (Hudson, 2020). Additionally, this research included

only two participants of color, which reduced the potential for valuable information to be
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compiled. Similar to the demographic issues seen with the lack of female participants, people of
color make up only 12% of the USAF active duty pilot population (Cohen, 2021). While the two
participants of color did represent 20% of the individuals interviewed in this research, it is likely
that their experiences could differ from that of their White counterparts, presenting a limitation
on the data collected.
Delimitations

The three delimitations in this study include the research site being delimited to the
USAF’s MQ-9 FTU, participant selection being delimited to active duty personnel only, and
recruitment being delimited to 10 participants. First, delimiting the research site to only the
USAF’s MQ-9 FTU reduced the number of possible participants and prevented a larger-scale
understanding of instructor pilots’ shared experiences across multiple bases. However, this
delimitation was necessary as instructors at other bases do not serve as instructors primarily but
instead as mission pilots, with additional instructional duties. As mission pilots, these individuals
experience many additional work conditions like shift work, 12-hour shifts, and complex mission
sets that could have significantly influenced their career decision-making as opposed to that of
primary instructors. Secondly, delimiting the participant selection to active duty personnel only
prevented the voices of all instructor pilots at the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU from being heard. The
service commitments, schedules, and basing options of USAF Reserve and Air National Guard
members are different than that of their active duty counterparts, which I determined to be
influential enough to exclude them as participants in the research. Finally, delimiting the number
of participants to 10 reduced the possible number of experiences that could be compared within
this study. Research indicates that data saturation is met with 10-12 participants for

phenomenological research (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Fusch & Ness, 2015).
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Recommendations for Future Research

There are multiple recommendations for future research regarding MQ-9 instructor pilots
shared experiences and resultant career decision-making. One of the most influential factors in
the research that should be expanded upon is the site that I utilized. The USAF’s MQ-9 FTU
provided the best access to MQ-9 instructor pilots whose primary duty is the instruction of
students, but every base that flies an MQ-9 mission has its own instructor pilots. While their
primary duty is not necessarily instruction, but instead a combination of flying the mission,
instruction, and their assigned additional duty, expanding this study to other bases could provide
vastly different results. The location of the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU is not considered highly
desirable due to the climate and surrounding cities, which could be a significant influence on the
current study’s participants’ career decision-making.

Another avenue that could be considered in future research would be to include the
family members of MQ-9 instructor pilots in data collection. As many participants noted the
effects of their career on their families and their resultant career decision-making, collecting data
from spouses and children could provide a different perspective. While many options are
possible, future researchers could include a family interview or questionnaire that focuses on the
impact of their service member’s career on the family’s quality of life. Family members may be
more willing to discuss the negatives of the military in comparison to the participants, as they are
not under contract with the USAF.

Finally, one area of research that I did not consider that could be significantly important
to devote research to is the other crew member of the MQ-9 crew. Enlisted sensor operators,
similar to co-pilots, crew the MQ-9 alongside pilots and operate the cameras used to identify

enemy targets. Similar to MQ-9 instructor pilots, these crew members also serve as instructors at
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the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU, are under-manned, and have high attrition rates. These aviators face
many of the same problems as their pilot counterparts but also face unique challenges as enlisted
members with lower pay and limited or non-existent retention bonuses. Examining their career
decision-making experiences could yield valuable data that could further improve the career
field.
Conclusion

This transcendental phenomenological research sought to describe the shared experiences
of MQ-9 instructor pilots who are considering discontinuing their military service at the USAF’s
MQ-9 FTU. In order to build a deep understanding of this topic, the research utilized the central
research question: What is the shared experience of USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots who are
considering discontinuing their military career? To help answer the central research question, the
three sub-questions included the following questions: (1) What is the decision-making
experience of USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots who are considering discontinuing their military
career? (2) How do USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots describe the impact of their career on their
family’s quality of life? (3) How do USAF MQ-9 instructor pilots describe the challenges of
creating work/life balance in their career? To guide this research, Vroom’s (1964) expectancy
theory and Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factory theory were used to examine participants’
motivation, workplace satisfaction, and their resultant attrition rates. Data from 10 participants
were collected via individual interviews, focus group interviews, and protocol writing prompts
for data analysis following Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological analysis design of reduction,
horizonalization, imaginative variation, and finally, synthesis of the phenomenon’s essence. This
data analysis revealed three themes that consisted of workload, instability, and mental health.

Further subthemes included additional duties take priority, struggle to balance work and life,
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compensation versus effort, location, schedule, leadership, tempered through exposure, limited
access to mental healthcare, and no one understands. From these themes and subthemes, it
became apparent that MQ-9 instructor pilots at the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU felt that additional duties
decreased workplace satisfaction, compensation was deemed adequate but not enough to stay,
mental health stigmas continued to prevent healthcare usage, and that desirable assignment
locations could prevent unhappiness. Although these problems were experienced by nearly every
participant, it was of note that the participants truly enjoyed their primary instructional duties as

educators but were dissatisfied with the external factors of their military careers.
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APPENDIX B: Consent Form

Title of the Project: Attrition in United States Air Force MQ-9 Instructor Pilots: A
Transcendental Phenomenological Study

Principal Investigator: Isabelle Perry, Doctoral Candidate, Liberty University, MQ-9 Instructor
Pilot, USAF

Invitation to be Part of a Research Study

You are invited to participate in a research study. In order to participate, you must be an active-
duty Air Force MQ-9 instructor pilot at the MQ-9 Formal Training Unit, be within one year of
separation, and have chosen to terminate your military career. Taking part in this research project
is voluntary.

Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take part in
this research project.

‘ What is the study about and why is it being done?

The purpose of this transcendental phenomenology was to describe the shared experiences of
MQ-9 instructor pilots who were considering discontinuing military service at the USAF’s MQ-9
FTU.

‘ What will happen if you take part in this study?

If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to do the following things:

1. Take part in a one-on-one interview that will take approximately one hour. The interview
will be conducted either in person or via electronic means and be audio and video
recorded.

2. Respond in writing to a prompt that asks you to write a letter to a future hypothetical
MQ-9 pilot. This should consist of a few paragraphs and take approximately 30-60
minutes.

3. Take part in one focus group session that will take approximately one hour. The focus
group will be conducted either in person or via electronic means and be audio and video
recorded.

4. Review your interview and focus group transcripts to ensure their accuracy and indicate
your approval within two weeks of interview and focus group completion. This will take
approximately 30 minutes.

How could you or others benefit from this study?

Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from taking part in this study.

Benefits to society include providing the Air Force’s bases and squadrons with a better
understanding of how to compensate, treat, and retain Air Force MQ-9 instructor pilots who have
chosen to terminate their career.
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‘ What risks might you experience from being in this study? ‘
The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you would
encounter in everyday life

‘ How will personal information be protected? ‘
The records of this study will be kept private. Any published reports will not include information
that will cause participants to be identified. Research records will be stored securely, and only
the researcher will have access to the records.

e Participant responses will be kept confidential through the use of pseudonyms, and
interviews will be conducted in an off-site location where others will not easily overhear
the conversation.

e Data will be stored on a password-locked computer and may be used in future
presentations. Any physical notes or documents will be stored in a locked file cabinet that
only the researcher will have access to. After three years, all electronic records will be
deleted. Hard copy data will be shredded.

e Interviews and focus groups will be recorded and transcribed. Recordings will be stored
on a password locked computer for three years and then erased. Only the researcher will
have access to these recordings.

e Confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in focus group settings. While discouraged, other
members of the focus group may share what was discussed with persons outside of the

group.

Is study participation voluntary?
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether to participate will not affect your
current or future relations with Liberty University or the United States Air Force. If you decide
to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting
those relationships.

What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study?
If you choose to withdraw from the study, please contact the researcher at the email address
included in the next paragraph. Should you choose to withdraw, data collected from you, apart
from focus group data, will be destroyed immediately and will not be included in this study.
Focus group data will not be destroyed, but your contributions to the focus group will not be
included in the study if you choose to withdraw.

Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study?
The researcher conducting this study is Isabelle Perry. You may ask any questions you have
now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her. You may also contact the
researcher’s faculty sponsor, Dr. Laura Jones.

Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a research participant?
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone

other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971
University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at irb@liberty.edu.
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Disclaimer: The Institutional Review Board (IRB) is tasked with ensuring that human subjects
research will be conducted in an ethical manner as defined and required by federal regulations.
The topics covered and viewpoints expressed or alluded to by student and faculty researchers
are those of the researchers and do not necessarily reflect the official policies or positions of
Liberty University.

Your Consent

By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. Make sure you understand what
the study is about before you sign. You will be given a copy of this document for your records.
The researcher will keep a copy with the study records. If you have any questions about the study
after you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information provided
above.

I have read and understood the above information. I have asked questions and have received
answers. I consent to participate in the study.

[ ] The researcher has my permission to audio-record/video-record me as part of my
participation in this study.

Printed Subject Name

Signature & Date
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APPENDIX C: Electronic Recruitment Letter

Dear MQ-9 Instructor Pilot:

As a graduate student in the School of Education at Liberty University, I am conducting
research as part of the requirements for a doctoral degree. The purpose of my research is to
describe the shared experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots who are considering discontinuing
military service at the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU and I am writing to invite eligible participants to join
my study.

Participants must be active duty MQ-9 instructor pilots who are located at the MQ-9
Formal Training Unit, are within one year of military separation, and have chosen to terminate
their career. Participants, if willing, will be asked to complete a one-on-one interview (1 hour), a
writing prompt (45 minutes), a focus group (1 hour), and verify the validity of the written
transcription of their audio recorded comments (30 minutes). Names and other identifying
information will be requested as part of this study, but the information will remain confidential.

To participate, please contact me at_ to confirm that you are within
one year of separation, confirm that you intend to terminate your military career, and to schedule
an interview.

A consent document is attached to this email. The consent document contains additional
information about my research. If you choose to participate, you will need to sign the consent
document and return it electronically with your response to this email.

Sincerely,
Isabelle Perry

Doctoral Candidate, Liberty University
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APPENDIX D: Leadership Permission Request

MQ-9 FTU Wing Commander,

As a graduate student in the School of Education at Liberty University, I am conducting research
as part of the requirements for a doctoral degree. The title of my research project is Attrition in
United States Air Force MQ-9 Instructor Pilots: A Transcendental Phenomenological Study, and
the purpose of my research is to describe the shared experiences of MQ-9 instructor pilots who

are considering discontinuing military service at the USAF’s MQ-9 FTU.

I am writing to request your permission to contact members of your organization to invite them

to participate in my research study.

Participants will be asked to contact me to schedule an interview, complete a writing prompt, and
participate in a recorded interview and focus group. Participants will be able to review their
transcripts. Participants will be presented with informed consent information before
participating. Taking part in this study is completely voluntary, and participants are welcome to

discontinue participation at any time.

Thank you for considering my request. If you choose to grant permission, respond by email.

Sincerely,

Isabelle Perry

Doctoral Candidate, Liberty University
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APPENDIX E: Protocol Writing Prompt

Protocol Writing Prompt

Based on your experiences throughout your career in the MQ-9 community, what advice
would you give to MQ-9 pilots just starting their careers? What stories or examples would you
share with them to prepare them for the challenges that they may experience? Would you
recommend they do things similarly or differently than you did in your career, and what would
you recommend? Who would you recommend that they look to for guidance during their career?

While considering these questions, think of concrete examples of memories where you
experienced both positive and negative experiences in the MQ-9 community. Consider not only
yourself but also your family and their involvement in your career as you answer this prompt.
Provide two paragraphs at a minimum that include examples or advice that you would have liked
to have received prior to where you are in your career today. Please do not include your name

anywhere in your writing, and do not sign the document in order to protect your confidentiality.
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APPENDIX F: Protocol Writing Prompt Sample

Sample Response from Instructor Pilot 3

Given the opportunity to speak with brand new MQ-9 pilots I would encourage them to
take a long and objective look at how the nature of this career field will impact them and their
relationships. Shift work, death, morality, and a healthy way of preparing for the transition from
flying above a war zone to interacting with loved ones at home should all be considered well
before your first combat mission. I can remember distinctly each and every strike I took part in
but what was less clear to me until years later was the massive impact it had on me mentally, and
on my relationships with loved ones. Introspection is an invaluable tool that I encourage all
future pilots to practice. Understand how you react to great stress and communicate that with
those around you. Establish a support system of trusted friends and family who truly understand
what you are going through and can hold you accountable if you begin to feel the weight of your

responsibility and actions.

Beyond themselves and their support system, I would encourage them to make their own
decisions on seeking mental health care and not to trust the stigmatized and oftentimes incorrect
word of mouth advice that plagues the MQ-9 community. Simply put, your command cannot and
will not punish you for seeking mental health care on or off base. Understand what triggers a
grounding event in the medical community and wield that knowledge to take your care into your
own hands. While you signed many of your rights away when you joined the military you are not
powerless in the face of mental health challenges. Additionally use the many resources the

military does provide to get the answers you don’t know. Ask about who on base can give
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confidentiality during counsel and utilize them heavily when the need arises. Look to the VA and

Wounded Warrior if you find yourself unable to get the care you desire on base.

While the community as a whole is gradually becoming healthier it will not fix itself
overnight. If these future pilots, like me, find themselves needing to utilize these services but
frustrated at the roadblocks and misinformation surrounding them I would encourage them to
become an advocate. Share the knowledge you gained with those around you who could also
benefit from it. Learn the value of transparency and separate it from feelings of weakness or
oversharing. Your willingness to communicate your experiences to others may very well save a
life one day. At the very least doing so is a small, but important step to improving the overall

health of the MQ-9 community.
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APPENDIX G: Individual Interview Questions

Individual Interview Questions

1.

2.

10.

11.

12.

Please introduce yourself to me as if we just met one another.

Please walk me through your USAF MQ-9 career thus far.

Of those experiences that you identified in your MQ-9 career, which would you say were
the most significant?

What made them significant?

What else would you like to add to your timeline that has not yet been captured?

In what ways have the experiences in your MQ-9 career influenced your life thus far?
(CQ)

What is the main influence behind your decision to terminate your MQ-9 career? (CQ)
How has your MQ-9 career affected your future professional endeavors (i.e., education,
career, etc.?) (CQ)

If applicable, how has a personal or second-hand experience of discrimination,
harassment, or intolerance in your MQ-9 career influenced your decision to terminate
your military career? (CQ)

If applicable, how has the difference between your current compensation and that of your
civilian counterparts influenced your career decision-making? (SQ1)

If applicable, how has a career-field based monetary re-signing bonus influenced your
career decision-making? (SQ1)

How does the time off you receive from work compare to your civilian counterparts?

(SQ2/3)
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14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

203

How often do you feel burdened by the need to bring work home with you or tend to
work-related problems outside of the duty day? (SQ3)

How has your workload over the course of your MQ-9 career influenced your decision to
terminate your career? (SQ3)

How does your family feel about your MQ-9 career? (SQ2)

How does the time away from your family during deployments, temporary duty, etc.
affect your family? (SQ2/3)

How has the possibility of deploying influenced your decision to terminate your career?
(SQ2/3)

How has your mental health been influenced by your MQ-9 career? (SQ2/3)

How has leadership over the course of your MQ-9 career influenced your decision to
terminate your career? (SQ3)

What other factors positively or negatively influenced your decision to terminate your
career? (SQ1-3)

What other information would you like to be considered in the development of this

research?
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APPENDIX H: Focus Group Questions

Focus Group Questions:

1.

2.

What has been the greatest influence on your decision to terminate your career?

How would your family describe your MQ-9 career?

How has your workload influenced your decision to terminate your career?

How have your leader’s actions influenced your decision to terminate your career?
How has income influenced your decision to terminate your career?

How, if at all, do you believe that your mental health has been affected by your military
career?

What other factors not mentioned previously are influencing your decision to leave the

USAF?





