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ARMY CIVILIANS

The Army Civilian Corps
Professionals in the Making
Col. Kim Summers, U.S. Army, Retired

In a 2015 Military Review article, author Robert 
Hynes argues that civilians in the Army, by 
definition, do not technically meet the require-

ments to be considered professionals in the Army.1 His 
thought-provoking article highlights questions that 
need to be answered in order for Army civilians to be 
recognized as full members of the Army Profession. 
In the author’s words, the Army as a profession can be 
defined from this passage: “It was the combination of 
these three components—the technical expertise of 

warfare, the relationship of trust between itself and the 
American public, and awareness of the professional 
responsibilities pursuant to that trust—that collectively 
established the Army as a profession.”2 What is signif-
icant about this definition, along with the definition 
provided in Army Doctrine Reference Publication 
(ADRP) 1, The Army Profession, is that both substan-
tiate why Army civilians can meet the criteria for being 
members of the Army Profession.3 In this discourse, 
it is necessary that one contextualize the role Army 
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civilians play in the conduct of national security, 
specifically in the land domain, and recognize those 
aspects that certify Army civilians for professional 
membership. The fundamental question remains: Are 
Army civilians members of the Army Profession? Once 
certified, the answer is yes, and here is why.

Understanding Professionalism
It is important to examine those aspects that define 

professions and the qualifications outlined as charac-
teristics of the Army Profession in order to understand 
what it means to be a professional and what are the 
rights of passage for full-fledged membership. Under 
current definitions, professions have aspects (elements 
that frame professions) and characteristics (elements 
that describe a specific profession) articulated in ways 
that generate formal societal recognition and socially 
acceptable behaviors in performance of professional 
tasks.4 These acceptable professional behaviors are 
defined in terms of broad social necessities that require 
specialized knowledge to perform a unique service soci-
ety cannot provide itself.5 Examples of professions usu-
ally include medicine, law, engineering, education, and 
the clergy. Each of these are examples of callings vice 
jobs, which society requires to provide a unique service. 
The unique service outcomes are realized through the 
behaviors of a profession’s members whom society 
willingly accepts and trusts. In order to garner society’s 
trust, professional competence is necessary. To achieve 
this level of competence requires mastery of specialized 
knowledge specific to the profession’s unique service. 
Mastery is demonstrated in the behaviors that are the 
result of utilizing the specialized knowledge required to 
perform the unique service.

In the case of the Army Profession, the first defined 
concept referenced by Hynes, “technical expertise of 
warfare,” is a description of one aspect of professional 
qualification, a component of specialized knowledge 
required to be a member of the Army Profession.6 It 
is also embedded in one of the five essential charac-
teristics of the Army Profession, that being military 
expertise.7 The second and third concepts of the article, 
“trust between itself and the American public” and 
“awareness of the professional responsibilities pursu-
ant to that trust” are foundational concepts that nest 
with Army doctrine.8 Trust is an essential character-
istic of the Army Profession. It is the essence of the 

relationship between society and the profession. This 
trust results in empowerment of the profession to 
self-govern, regulate, and certify its members. ADRP 1 
outlines the criteria for evaluating whether the Army 
Civilian Corps is in or out: five aspects of a profes-
sion, and the five essential characteristics of the Army 
Profession, which include trust. This article examines 
these and other aspects and characteristics that define 
an Army professional. It then raises the question, how 
do we substantiate the Army Civilian Corps meeting 
the required aspects and the essential characteristics of 
the Army Profession? We start with the five aspects of 
a profession, as outlined in Army doctrine.

Aspects of a Profession
ADRP 1 clearly identifies what the Army considers 

a profession and a professional. It states that members 
of a profession—

• Provide a unique and vital service to 
society, without which it could not flourish.

• Provide this service by developing and 
applying expert knowledge.

• Earn the trust of society through ethi-
cal, effective, and efficient practice.

• Establish and uphold the discipline and 
standards of their art and science, including 
the responsibility for professional develop-
ment and certification.

• Are granted significant autonomy and 
discretion in the practice of their profession 
on behalf of society.9

The first, provide a unique and vital service to 
the society served that it cannot provide itself, is 
self-evident. Security and the common defense with a 
landpower focus are unique to the Army, and vital.10 
Civilians by the thousands are contributing to that 
security and defense in all ways necessary to support 
and sustain the preeminence of the Army’s ability to 
perform the service. Each contributor can take credit 
for security and defense within the landpower environ-
ment as long as they are members of the Army Civilian 
Corps. One down, four to go.

The second, provide this service by developing 
and applying expert knowledge, is more problematic 
but no less applicable. As stated previously, the Army 
Profession’s unique service provided to our society and 
the Nation is security and defense in the land domain.11 
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Some would advocate that technical expertise in war 
fully encompasses that unique service and is by default 
the Army Profession’s expert knowledge. Technical 
expertise in warfare is an important aspect of expert 
knowledge and a component of the overall requirement 
for national security, but to limit the Army’s expert 
knowledge only to technical expertise in war is inaccu-
rate. The U.S. Army Operating Concept clearly artic-
ulates the scope and 
complexity of national 
security requirements 
in the land domain.12 
To reduce the Army 
Profession’s expert or 
specialized knowledge 
to only technical ex-
pertise in war neglects 
far too many aspects 
of what is necessary 
to be successful in the 
business of security 
and defense. The scope 
and diversity of Army 
missions far exceed 
tasks associated only 
with war.13 Make no mistake, successful outcomes of 
war are necessary and critical to performing the Army’s 
unique service, but so are those aspects of preventing, 
shaping, and winning in the defense of our country in 
the land domain.14 These aspects describe landpow-
er with combined arms forces.15 Landpower is much 
broader than just technical expertise in war.16

Another example of the scope of landpower is 
resident in Army doctrine. Doctrine defines military 
expertise, one of the five essential characteristics of the 
Army Profession, as the “design, generation, support, 
and application of landpower.”17 The Army Civilian 
Corps is integral to each of these functions, and in 
some cases it is the major contributor. The spectrum of 
expert or specialized knowledge is inclusive of war but 
in no way limited by it.

Army professionals are masters of expert knowledge 
in the land domain. Inculcating the Army Profession’s 
expectation and commitment to understanding the 
realm of landpower, which includes the moral and 
ethical components, as well as its technical aspects, is 
the key to understanding what the Army Profession’s 

specialized knowledge truly is. The land domain, and 
the need for dominant power in it, defines the Army’s 
specialized knowledge and expertise requirements. To 
understand and support an army to a level required 
to achieve dominance within this unique domain 
mandates a specialized focus and deep holistic under-
standing of what landpower is and what knowledge 
is required to exercise the profession’s unique service. 

There are common skill 
sets supporting many 
facets of an army’s routine 
functions that are not 
specialized professional 
knowledge. But, effective-
ness and optimization are 
not achieved until there 
is a shared understanding 
of what landpower is, 
and of what the Army’s 
unique contribution to 
the Nation is. Without 
this understanding and a 
commitment to achiev-
ing the diverse outcomes 
mandated in complex 

environments, outcomes that assure winning, the 
dominance of landpower is simply not feasible.18 I 
would liken this to a medical doctor who was expect-
ed to practice his or her craft without any knowledge 
of healing.19 The doctor might have all the technical 
competencies associated with a specialty but lack 
the comprehensive understanding of the contextual 
and cultural aspects of a unique service. The doctor 
might be able to fix the sickness but could not heal the 
patient. Understanding landpower for Army civilians 
is similar to medical doctors needing to understand 
healing. It is fundamental to their mastery of special-
ized knowledge. The U.S. Army Operating Concept out-
lines the requirements for dealing with complexity by 
creating contextual multiplicity. Landpower provides 
leaders with multiple options that conjure multiple di-
lemmas in multiple domains with multiple partners.20 
This mandates a level of commitment to understanding 
the intricacies of how each component of the Army 
Profession fits in order to create, support, and execute 
landpower. Optimizing landpower requires a person-
al subscription to the professional culture that drives 

To reduce the Army 
Profession’s expert or 
specialized knowledge to only 
technical expertise in war 
neglects far too many aspects 
of what is necessary to be 
successful in the business of 
security and defense.
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results in order to contribute to the larger whole, un-
derstanding the intricacies of what landpower is, cre-
ating contextual multiplicity, and mastering its tenets. 
Without a shared understanding of complexity within 
the security environment from a cultural context of the 
Army Profession by all 
cohorts—moral, ethical, 
and optimal outcomes 
are compromised.21 
This realization drove 
the Army to invest in 
changing and melding 
the cultures of Army 
civilians and soldiers 
who embrace commit-
ment as a prerequisite for 
optimized performance 
within the landpower 
environment.22 In order 
to generate a shared 
understanding of culture 
and the commitment 
necessary to operation-
alize change, the Army 
must professionalize all 
its cohorts.

Commitment
Commitment is one of the three certification 

mandates for professional membership. We can better 
appreciate the concept of commitment and its value 
by contrasting it with compliance. Compliant employ-
ees exemplify the nonprofessional. (Note the term 
is nonprofessional vice unprofessional.) Compliance 
can be all that is necessary to perform a task in the 
day-to-day workings of a civilian’s job. The measure of 
success is completion or production. Contextual and 
cultural understanding never enter into the process as 
there is no need. Compliant employees do not need to 
see their contributions as part of a larger whole or as 
the perpetuation of a professional culture. There is no 
connection to optimizing landpower or even under-
standing what it is because there is no commitment to 
do so. As long as the compliant employees complete 
x or produce y, they have met the objective—task 
completion. The Army Profession concluded that 
compliance was not acceptable if the Army was to 

effectively deal with the level of complexity apparent 
in the current and future security environments. The 
level of commitment on the part of the Army and its 
Civilian Corps to master the specialized knowledge 
inherent in creating and optimizing dominant land-

power is daunting but 
achievable. Producing 
Army civilians who 
emulate this commit-
ment is critical.

Any focus on 
discounting Army 
civilians as members of 
the Army Profession 
because they use readily 
available skill sets that 
embody technical 
knowledge available 
in the public sector 
misses the point of what 
the Army Profession’s 
specialized knowledge 
is and how the Army 
uses that knowledge 
to optimize its unique 

service. The Army is not developing budget analysts 
or training developers or human resource specialists; 
instead, the Army is developing committed landpower 
experts certified in competencies that ensure it can 
perform the unique service society demands. It just so 
happens those experts also develop budgets, educate 
Army professionals, and create training programs. 
The Army is creating a level of commitment within 
its Army civilians that will generate great personal 
sacrifice whether one takes up a weapon or a key board. 
And, the Army is developing professionals of character 
who warrant the trust our nation has granted across 
all cohorts and specialties. The test of membership 
for the Army civilian is realized by certifying compe-
tence in the specialized knowledge of landpower that 
includes acquiring complete cultural understanding 
and acceptance, demonstrating character in the con-
duct of our professional and personal behavior guided 
by the Army Values, and exemplifying the level of 
commitment commensurate with the sacrifices of our 
uniformed partners. It is true there are gaps in the 
current policies, strategies, and professionalization 

The level of commitment on 
the part of the Army and 
its Civilian Corps to master 
the specialized knowledge 
inherent in creating and 
optimizing dominant 
landpower is daunting but 
achievable. Producing Army 
civilians who emulate this 
commitment is critical. 
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programs within the Army Civilian Corps. But, we 
must not confuse the inadequacy of the current civil-
ian personnel management systems with the require-
ment to build a professional Army civilian.

The next three aspects of professions, and the 
remaining characteristics of the Army Profession, can 
also be shown to warrant professional membership. 
The remaining aspects of a profession are earned trust, 
self-regulation through education and certification, 
and autonomy of action through honorable service.23 
Army professionals live the Army ethic to sustain the 
essential characteristics of the profession now and into 
the future—to strengthen trust, the special faith and 
confidence of the American people, esprit de corps, the 
bond formed by mutual trust, shared understanding, 
and stewardship.24

Documentation
To be certified as Army professionals, Army ci-

vilians must document how the aspects and essential 
characteristics are being met within the Civilian Corps. 
The documentation starts with the aspect of self-regu-
lation. The Corps is self-regulated by its ever-evolving 
evaluation system, targeted required education, and 
professional development.25 It also includes the devel-
opment of professional certification requirements, revi-
sions to leader development certification, and creation 
of career program standards.26 Next, stewardship and 
esprit de corps are built through the consistent quality 
of outcomes that are possible because of Army civilians’ 
application of landpower expertise and the continui-
ty associated with their stability. The resulting effect 
generates mutual trust. The trust afforded the Army 
Profession encompasses all its members. Army civil-
ians who are committed to the profession share equally 
in that trust and its responsibilities. This includes the 
effective and ethical application of their expertise.27 
Finally, autonomy of action is embodied in the organi-
zational constructs and the doctrinal concepts of the 
mission command philosophy that apply to all.28 This 
documentation provides ample justification for Army 
civilian membership, but beyond the academic defi-
nitions and documenting the aspects of our doctrinal 
roots, I would offer another more practical reason why 
Army civilians are critical to the Army Profession, that 
being change.

Change
Army civilians are necessary members of the 

Army Profession because of change. The inevitabili-
ty and velocity of change, along with the magnitude 
of its impact, warrant the need for all members, 
civilian and military alike, to be indoctrinated as 
Army professionals. The ability to deal with com-
plexity and uncertainty, to lead change, to demon-
strate mental agility and adaptability, to hold a 

To stimulate critical thinking and debate, Military 
Review occasionally publishes articles that provide 
differing viewpoints on controversial subjects. For 
an alternative view on the inclusion of civilians in 
the Army Profession, we encourage you to read the 
following article:

“Army Civilians and the Army Profession,” Lt. Col. 
Robert Hynes, PhD, U.S. Army, Retired

Hynes holds that while they fill an important role, 
Department of the Army civilians do not, by definition, 
meet the requirements to be considered members of 
the Army profession.

The original article can be found in our May–June 
2015 issue on page 71. For online access, go to

http://usacac.army.mil/CAC2/MilitaryReview/Archives/
English/MilitaryReview_20150630_art015.pdf.

http://usacac.army.mil/CAC2/MilitaryReview/Archives/English/MilitaryReview_20150630_art015.pdf
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strategic perspective, and to understand the scope 
and the context of landpower’s role in national se-
curity are but a few of the developmental needs that 
our Army requires of its civilian cohort—these skills 
are not readily available in the public marketplace. 
Even though each civilian will still have functional 
and technical performance requirements that may 
be publicly attainable, these skills are far less valu-
able than expert landpower knowledge, commitment 
to the point of sacrifice, and character that guides 
professional stewardship of our corporate responsi-
bilities framed in the context of Army culture and 
leading in an environment of perpetual change.

To help illustrate this point, we can contrast the 
Army civilian professional with an auto industry 
employee. Most auto workers in a given plant on an 
assembly line contribute to building a vehicle. They 
insert a part, or connect a bolt, or attach a component—
whatever is their task to keep the car or truck moving. 
There is no need for commitment. Compliance with 
task completion is what the individual is responsible 
for as each unit moves by. There is little or no need for 
competence in specialized knowledge—the task is either 
accomplished or it is not. And, demonstrating character 
is not even considered because completing a task is all 
that is required. In contrast, it takes a culturally assim-
ilated Army Civilian Corps professional, employing his 
or her specialized landpower knowledge competently, 
to contribute to the optimal outcomes of a multifacet-
ed problem set, share understanding of the technical 
standards of quality, and appreciate the moral obligation 
to succeed guided by the ethical aspects of his or her 
character, to create a combat system that can operate in 
a complex environment—that just happens to be a truck. 
The specialized knowledge necessary to have this level 
of shared understanding is not something that is readily 
available within the public sector.

The driving force of change requires a culture that 
is committed to developing leaders who deal with un-
certainty. It creates a climate that values and promotes 
specialized knowledge of the Army culture and the 
tenets of landpower across the breadth of its member-
ship, and it creates an environment where all members 
are committed to leading change. The Army’s commit-
ment to developing the Army civilian as a full-fledged 
member of the profession is strongly influenced by the 
velocity of change. Army Civilian Corps professionals 

are not hired, they are grown. That investment in 
cultural growth develops Army professionals who are 
competent, committed teammates of character and 
who certify as such.

Conclusion
What does this all mean for the Army Civilian 

Corps and its future? We have dialogued about 
professional definitions and their utility to the Army 
Civilian Corps. We have examined the five aspects of 
a profession, the essential characteristics of the Army 
Profession, and their application to the Army civilian. 
We have even considered the effects of change and 
its impact on why the Army civilian is a necessary 
member of the profession. But to integrate the Army 
Civilian Corps as full-fledged members of the Army 
Profession, it is essential to certify those that meet 
the criteria. Certifying character, competence, and 
commitment are the three requirements to justify 
membership in the Army Profession.29 Competence, 
as previously discussed includes facets of military 
expertise and specialized knowledge that span the 
cohorts. There are those tasks within the facets of 
military expertise and specialized knowledge that do 
not apply universally. This realization should never 
be justification for excluding a cohort. As we have 
demonstrated, the breadth of knowledge that is the 
essence of landpower expertise is the criterion for 
professional certification in competence. The Army is 
creating certification requirements within its career 
programs. There is a required civilian leader devel-
opment program for Army civilians. And, revised 
learning requirements encompassing landpower’s 
specialized knowledge are an essential component of 
the Civilian Education System. As long as Army civil-
ians certify in landpower expertise, then competence 
can be certified. The measurement of commitment 
and character is much less problematic. Army values, 
the essential characteristics of the Army Profession, 
and the aspects of professions are congruent with 
the Army Civilian Corps as part of the team and in 
no way impede certification or membership. Revised 
personnel evaluation systems, Army leader develop-
ment strategy updates with a civilian annex, and the 
commitment of substantial resources for training, 
development, and education demonstrate the progress 
being made.
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The title “Department of the Army Civilian” no lon-
ger captures the requirements laid out by our profes-
sion. As this article has demonstrated, Army civilians 
are not members of the Army Profession by decree but 
by necessity. The aspects and essential characteristics of 
the Army Profession remain the same for all cohorts. 
All members of any profession must be certified. 
They must master specialized knowledge and use 
it in a moral and ethical manner as they apply their 
unique service. And, they must never abrogate 

through omission or commission the inherent trust 
afforded by the society the Army serves. We have 
demonstrated that the Army Civilian Corps meets 
those criteria. The current situation is not nirvana, 
nor is the Army Civilian Corps fully professional-
ized. There are gaps in current policies, strategies, 
and programs that produce friction in the process. 
But these inadequacies and gaps do not and will not 
dissuade the commitment of the Army to building 
the professional Army civilian.
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