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Introduction 
Worldwide, defence forces face challenges in identifying factors that ensure their commissioned 
officers systematically and timely rise in ranks. The career progression instructions are usually 
at the core to ensure that commissioned officers steadily rise in ranks. Generally, these ranks 
and a commission are held by military officers in a defence force and proceed as follows: 
Second Lieutenant, Lieutenant, Captain, Major, Lieutenant Colonel, Colonel, Brigadier 
General, Major General, Lieutenant General, General and Field Marshal (Guido, 1984). Since 
time immemorial, military ranks have been a system of hierarchical relationships in the 
defence forces, and they determine, among others, dominance, authority, roles and 
responsibilities in a military hierarchy (Mattila et al., 2017). These ranks define the career 
progression of commissioned officers as guided by career progression instructions. Ong’amo 
(2012) argued that promotion is a very attractive reward with several incentives, such as 
increased pay. The term ‘career’ refers to a ‘succession of related jobs, arranged in a hierarchy 
of prestige through which persons move in an ordered sequence’ (Wilensky, 1961, p. 523). 
Furthermore, Morgan (1986) argued that each rank must have specific requirements and a 
salary and conditions to be earned and enjoyed, respectively. These prerequisites determine a 
career path for commissioned officers (Cao & Thomas, 2013). However, before these ranks 
come into effect, myriad factors influence their attainment (Mullins, 2010). For instance, 
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Koontz (1993) cited the length of service as influencing 
employee promotion in organisations, while other related 
factors are enshrined in the career progression instructions. 
Therefore, Bellany (1995) argued that there was a need to 
evenly apply the instructions for the benefit of all concerned. 

In the Zambia Defence Force, commissioned officers 
have made several adjustments to the career progression 
instructions. However, the system continues to be 
characterised by unpredictable and unsystematic promotions 
of commissioned officers. Reports indicate that, on average, 
about 2% of commissioned officers retire as majors after 
serving for about 30 years (Sibamba, 2010). Despite well-
outlined prerequisites for promotion, the system continues to 
be associated with the selective application of career 
progression instructions following known and unknown 
factors when promoting commissioned officers. Most 
commissioned officers are promoted three times in 30 years 
from Second Lieutenant to Lieutenant, Lieutenant to Captain 
and Captain to Major. Nonetheless, some commissioned 
officers rise very fast against the number of years served in 
the services. Such officers quickly climb the ladder without 
experience, skills and competence. For instance, some 
commissioned officers attain the rank of Lieutenant Colonel 
after serving for 12 years only. They even bypass those who 
joined the service earlier (Wiernek, 2003). 

Furthermore, Patton and McMahon (2006) argued that a 
career must be understood as unfolding in a series of 
developmental stages. Each stage must be characterised 
by specific tasks and prerequisites to be attained to 
advance to another stage. Ideally, the adjustments to the 
career progression instructions were expected to resolve 
the problems mentioned above by earnestly following the 
instructions. However, this is not the case. Therefore, this 
situation raises questions regarding the adequacy of 
career progression instructions that influence career 

progression for commissioned officers in the Zambia 
Defence Force. 

Conceptual framework
The conceptual framework in Figure 1 outlines the career 
progression of a Zambian citizen joining the Zambia Defence 
Force. This conceptual framework was informed by the self-
concept theory of career development (Super, 1957, 1963, 1990). 
The assumption based on this theory is that, according to 
Wilensky, (1961, p. 523), a career involves a ‘succession of 
related jobs, arranged in a hierarchy of prestige through which 
persons move in an ordered, more-or-less predictable sequence’. 
This is supported by Weinert (2001), who revealed that a career 
is a pattern of work experiences comprising a greater portion of 
one’s life and relates to several phases or stages reflecting the 
transition from one stage of life to the next. Furthermore, 
Schreuder and Coetzee (2006) postulate that a career consists of 
different stages. The individual is faced with different issues 
during each stage. Additionally, career progression entails the 
management of a person’s growth and development in his or 
her working life (Gyansah & Guantai, 2018). In this regard, 
career progression instructions are expected to manage 
commissioned officers’ promotions at every stage. 

Furthermore, stage one in Figure 1 involved undergoing a 
Young Officer’s Course to be eligible for promotion 
examination (PROMEX) in stage two. The clearance of 
promotion examinations paved the way for promotion from 
Lieutenant to Captain in stage three. In the same stage, a 
captain becomes eligible to go for Junior Command and Staff 
Course (JCSC). The successful completion of JCSC made 
commissioned officers sit for PROMEX (in stage four), which, 
when once cleared, the commissioned officers earned a Major’s 
rank. The eligibility for promotion from Major to Lieutenant 
Colonel was successfully undergoing Senior Command and 
Staff Course (SCSC). Despite being in need of a promotion, 

JCSC, junior command and staff course; SCSC, Senior command and staff course; Lt Col; Lieutenant Colonel

FIGURE 1: Diagrammatic layout of the conceptual framework.
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commissioned officers sometimes fail to pass a course or 
promotion examination. Consequently, they anxiously wait 
for an opportunity. As a result, at whatever stage, they become 
dissatisfied with their work. However, once a course or 
PROMEX opportunity dawns, they are promoted. There was a 
need for career progression instructions to ensure that the 
promotion desires of commissioned officers were timely met. 

Aim
The study examines the adequacy of career progression 
instructions in influencing the promotions of commissioned 
officers in the Zambia Defence Force. 

Specific objectives
ü To examine the levels of awareness among commissioned 

officers of the availability of their career progression 
instructions.

ü To analyse how effective career progression instructions 
fostered systematic promotions of commissioned officers 
in the Zambia Defence Force.

ü To establish career progression instructions’ ability to 
ensure timely promotions of commissioned officers in the 
Zambia Defence Force. 

Research methodology
Research design 
In this study, a mixed-method research design was adopted. 
This was a convergent parallel design which combined 
tenets of qualitative and quantitative approaches employed 
in the process of collecting and analysing data (Creswell & 
Plano Clark, 2011). Nachmias (1976) posits that mixed 
methods research design involved the collection of data 
from open-ended, as well as closed-ended questions. The 
qualitative approach focused on the collection of non-
numerical data, while the quantitative approach focused on 
the collection of numerical data and statistical analysis in 
order to explain, control or predict phenomena of interest 
(Gay & Airasian, 2000).

Study setting
This research focused on the three Zambia Defence Force 
services: the Zambia Army, the Zambia Air Force and the 
Zambia National Service. They fall under the Zambia Defence 
Force and their formations, units and departments spread 
across the country. The Zambia Defence Force was chosen 
because it was an employer of the commissioned officers and 
the implementer of the career progression instructions. The 
research covered the whole country because the subjects 
from the three services were spread across the country in the 
10 provinces of Zambia. 

Study population and sample size
The target population constituted all commissioned officers 
from the Zambia Defence Force. The Zambia Defence Force 

employed a total of 2200 commissioned officers from the 
three services broken down as follows: (1) Zambia Army, 
1000 (Zambia Army, 2019), (2) Zambia Air Force 700 (Zambia 
Air Force, 2019) and (3) Zambia National Service (2019) 500 
commissioned officers. This study’s total sample size was 221 
respondents, including 12 key informants.

The sample size was calculated from the target population 
using the formula postulated by Yamane (1967). The 
planning parameters used were a 95% confidence level, a 
maximum variability level, P = 0.5 and the desired level of 
precision of ±10%: 

n = N/1+N (e)(e) [Eqn 1]

In the equation, n represents sample size, N depicts the 
population size and e is the desired level of precision. The N 
is 2200, the target population of commissioned officers from 
the Zambia Defence Force across the 10 provinces found in 
Zambia: 

n = 2200/1+2200(0.01) (0.01)

n = 186 [Eqn 2]

This sample size formula provided the number of responses 
which is 186, that needed to be obtained. However, 
Israel (1992) argued that a good number of researchers 
usually add 10% to cater for the persons that the researcher 
cannot contact. Additionally, non-responses are usually 
compensated by increasing the sample size by 30%. The 
researcher added 15% (34) to reach the 220 sample size in this 
research. This was meant to cater for a minimum of 10% of 
the target populations of the three services. The initially 
planned sample size was 220 subjects and 12 key informants 
from the three services. However, because of the problem of 
non-responses, the final sample size was reduced to 209 
subjects. Hence, the total was 221 respondents, including 12 
key informants. Therefore, the sample size was significantly 
larger than the number required for this desired level of 
confidence and precision. 

Sampling strategy
This study applied various sampling methods that primarily 
fall into probability and non-probability. In the probability 
method, the individuals had an equal chance of being part of 
the sample. These methods are explained below. 

Selection of key informants
Purposive sampling was employed to select heads of units 
responsible for formulating and implementing the career 
progression instructions. Purposive sampling is a non-random 
method of data collection (Zhi, 2014). In this technique, the 
researcher identified and selected proficient and well-
informed individuals on the social phenomenon under study. 
Additionally, purposive sampling involved identifying 
individuals with the knowledge, experience and ability to 
articulate and express the subject matter in a reflective manner 
(Bernard, 2002). Hence, 12 commissioned officers were 
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selected from the three services: the Ministry of Defence (three 
Deputy Secretaries), Training Branch (three Chiefs of Training), 
Administration Branch (three Chiefs of Administration) and 
Copperbelt Command (Brigade Commander 3 Infantry 
Brigade, Air Officer Commanding Northern Air Operational 
Command and Provincial Coordinator). 

Selection of respondents
The process of selecting participants in all three services, 
namely, Zambia Army, Zambia Air Force and Zambia 
National Service was guided by a multi-stage sampling 
method. Different sampling methods were employed at each 
stage (Nafiu et al., 2013). This involved narrowing the scope 
from the multitude of commissioned officers in each service 
to arrive at specific ones who filled in the questionnaire. 

The first stage was cluster sampling, primarily dividing the 
target population geographically into distinct and identifiable 
units. Because the target population was commissioned 
officers across the country, these clusters were based on the 
existing provinces. Consequently, there were 10 sampling 
units. 

The second stage was identifying and generating all 
workplaces for the commissioned officers across the country 
from the 10 clusters. After that, the required number of units 
were randomly selected. Each workplace in the provinces 
and each member of the study population had an equal 
chance of being selected. The probability of a member of the 
population being selected was not affected by the selection of 
other members (Cohen et al., 2000). 

The third stage used systematic random sampling to select 
the commissioned officers from the randomly selected units, 
bases, branches, directorates, formations and commands 
across the 10 provinces. The starting point was identified. 
After that, every Kth element was selected. This depended on 
the population of the selected categories or camps.

For instance, the commissioned officers’ population was 
established to select a sample of two respondents from a 
Zambia National Service – Chisamba Camp. The sampling 
interval K using the formula K = N/n, was used.

N was the total number of officers while n was the sample 
size; therefore, K = 10/2 = 5.

Therefore, if the first randomly selected officer was two, the 
next was officer seven. 

Every Kth number was included in the sample up to the total 
number of respondents required in each category. From 
each camp across the country, offices occupied by those 
selected commissioned officers were identified. Thereafter, a 
questionnaire was administered to the commissioned officers. 
After completion, questionnaires were placed in a box 
labelled ‘research’ which was centrally located in the 
registry. The same sampling procedures were applied in 

selecting respondents in all the services: (1) the Zambia 
Army, (2) Zambia Air Force and (3) Zambia National 
Service. Additionally, it involved selecting particular units 
by the researcher from the target population, for which the 
findings could be inferred to the population (Gupta & 
Gupta, 2013). 

Firstly, the multi-stage sampling method was adopted because 
it worked well for studies that cover a wider geographical 
area where a complete list of population members was 
unavailable. This research looked at commissioned officers 
across Zambia. Secondly, this type was cost-effective and 
time-effective as it enabled the researcher to reduce the large 
population into manageable smaller or sub-groups. Thirdly, 
these smaller groups subsequently gave the researcher the 
flexibility to select the sample carefully. Fourthly, the various 
stages made primary data collection easy and simpler for the 
researcher. This directly resulted from gradually reducing a 
huge population into practicable smaller sub-groups. 

Methods of data collection
Qualitative and quantitative data were collected. Qualitative 
data were collected using semi-structured interviews with 
key informants. Pre-written questions in the interview guide 
guided this interview. These questions were in line with 
specific objectives. Semi-structured interviews enabled the 
researcher to obtain detailed information while controlling 
the interview topic. Quantitative data were collected using a 
questionnaire composed of a series of well-structured 
questions in line with the specific objectives. Hence, empirical 
information from respondents on career progression 
instructions were gathered in an organised manner using a 
questionnaire. 

Data analysis methods
Quantitative data were analysed using two computer 
software packages called Statistical Package for Social 
Sciences (SPSS) and Microsoft Excel. These software 
generated frequency figures, tables and graphs for the 
investigated variables. Qualitative data, on the other hand, 
was analysed using content and thematic analysis. The 
researcher identified and noted specific phrases, words or 
concepts within the studied text and spoken words. Thematic 
analysis was, therefore, more appropriate for analysing data, 
as the research aimed at attaining information to ascertain 
the relationship between themes. Through this method, 
appropriate themes emerged. These included length of 
service, academic and non-academic factors that affected 
career progression.

Research ethics
The researcher sought for authority to conduct the 
study which was granted by the Commanders of the 
respective services. The anonymity of the respondents was 
ensured by not indicating their names on the questionnaire. 
Confidentiality and anonymity were the two ethical concerns 
that were observed during the study.
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Findings and discussion 
The findings were logically presented: (1) qualitative 
findings complemented quantitative findings and (2) vice-
versa coupled with the literature that either supported the 
findings or not. 

Awareness of the availability of career 
progression instructions
The Adjutant General (interview, 21 June 2021) and the Chiefs 
of Administration (interview, 28 June 2021) from the three 
Services, that is, Zambia Army, Zambia Air Force and Zambia 
National Service, respectively, indicated that career 
progression instructions were available in the three wings of 
the Zambia Defence Force. However, in the interviews on 
21 June 2021 and 28 June 2021, different names were used to 
refer to career progression policies or instructions, as 
indicated below:

For the Zambia Army, Staff Duties (SD) Instructions and Adjutant 
General (AG) Instructions were nomenclatures used to represent 
the career progression instruction. In contrast, the term used was 
Administrative Instructions for the Zambia Air Force and 
Zambia National Service.

These instructions prescribed the prerequisites to be met 
before commissioned officers were promoted and generally 
how the career progression of commissioned officers was 
supposed to be in the services. These instructions, generally 
called career progression instructions, clearly stipulated 
how commissioned officers were required to progress 
systematically from one rank to the other. For instance, in 
the Zambia Air Force, after completing officer cadet 
training at Zambia Air Force Academy (ZAFA), a Second 
Lieutenant was eligible for promotion to Full Lieutenant 
after serving for 2 years. The commissioned officer needed 
to be medically fit for the branch and not facing disciplinary 
action. These instructions on the promotions of Second 
Lieutenant to full Lieutenant were similar to the ones found 
in the Zambia Army and the Zambia National Service 
career progression instructions. 

Like the Services in the Zambia Defence Force, other militaries 
in African countries use different names to mean career 
progression instructions. The Namibia Defence Force had an 
instruction to guide the career progression of commissioned 
officers in the Artillery corps called Career Development and 
Progression Policy (Amakutuwa, 2011). In the Slovenian 
Army, it was called Officer Career Development System 
(Rijavec, 2013). Although with different names, Hoffman 
(2008) indicated it as Manpower Management Officers 

Assignment in the United States Marine Corps. In the Nigeria 
Army, it was named Career Management Policy (Abubakar, 
2016). This shows that most defence and armed forces 
possessed policies or instructions that guided the career 
paths of commissioned officers, although with varying 
names. These career progression instructions were largely 
promulgated to the commissioned officers. 

Despite the above assertions that career progression 
instructions were available in the services, the findings in 
Table 1 reveal that a significant number of commissioned 
officers, 31, depicting 14.8%, were unaware of the career 
progression instructions that guided their career path in 
Zambia Defence Force. Although career progression is critical 
in the Zambia Defence Force, many commissioned officers 
were left uninformed on the subject matter. This means there 
was a lack of sensitisation or education on the availability of 
these instructions. This situation left commissioned officers 
unaware of what they needed to do to be promoted. 
Consequently, this gave rise to arbitrary decisions with regard 
to the promotion of commissioned officers. This lack of 
knowledge on commissioned officers’ promotion parameters 
implied that commissioned officers did not influence their 
career progression in the Zambia Defence Force. This situation 
interrogates the adequacy and credibility of career progression 
instructions in the Zambia Defence Force. 

The study further analysed the data on levels of awareness of 
the available career progression instructions by ranks. Table 
2 displays the findings in this regard: three Brigadier 
Generals, eight Colonels, 44 Lieutenant Colonels, 50 Majors, 
54 Captains and 19 Lieutenants knew that career progression 
instructions guided their career progression. The findings 
revealed that the awareness levels increased as the 
commissioned officers ascended in ranks. This implies that 
their understanding of career progression broadened as 
commissioned officers ascended in ranks. The understanding 
of the career progression came with ranks attained by 
commissioned officers. 

This finding is supported by data in Figure 2, which shows 
that young officers were not aware of the availability of 

TABLE 1: Distribution of responses on the awareness of career progression 
instructions.
Count Frequency Valid percent Cumulative percent

Valid
Yes 178 85.2 85.2
No 31 14.8 100.0
Total 209 100.0 -

TABLE 2: Distribution of responses on the levels of awareness of career progression instructions guiding the promotion of commissioned officers by rank.
Count Rank Total

Lieutenant Captain Major Lieutenant Colonel Colonel Brigadier General

Is there a career progression instruction guiding the promotion of commissioned officers?
Yes 19/76% 54/84% 50/86% 44/88% 8/89% 3/100% 178
No 6 10 8 6 1 0 31
Total 25 64 58 50 9 3 209

Note: Bold percentages are meant to interpret the statistic.
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career progression instructions. This implies that access 
to information regarding career progression instruction 
was a preserve of senior officers in the Zambia Defence 
Force. This means that junior commissioned officers were 
not sensitised on career progression instructions, hence, 
remained blank on the articles contained therein. 
Furthermore, they did not know what was expected of 
them to be promoted. As a result, some commissioned 
officers did not influence their promotions because of a 
lack of knowledge on the prerequisites for promotion. The 
discrepancy between the rank held by the commissioned 
officer and the flow of needed information pointed to the 
inadequacy of the career progression instructions. 

Furthermore, the 100% recorded by the Brigadier Generals 
indicated that higher ranks were well informed on what was 
expected of commissioned officers to be promoted, as depicted 
in Figure 2. This was not the case with commissioned officers 
holding lower ranks. Generally, there was a lack of exposure 
to the operations of the services concerning career progression 
once commissioned officers joined the services. Specifically, 
newly commissioned officers were unaware of the career 
progression instructions that guided their career path. 
However, as they ascended in ranks, there was the acquisition 
of knowledge on the availability of career progression 
instructions in the Zambia Defence Force. Although it occurred 
relatively late in their career, commissioned officers were 
enlightened on the prerequisites for promotions. Consequently, 
commissioned officers influenced their career progression. 

These findings on career progression enlightenment moving 
in tandem with ranks attained are supported by Pergamit 
and Veum’s (1999) works. They argued that the more the 
number of commissioned officers was elevated in ranks, the 
better they understood the operations of the Services as far as 
promotions were concerned. This was supported by Ting 
(1997), who argued that the more civil servants were 
promoted, the more they understood the dynamics involved 
in the promotion. Similarly, the majority of respondents from 
this research, on average, experienced a good number of 
promotions, bringing insight into the career path based on 
their experiences.

Additionally, the Chief of Training (interview, 21 June 2021) 
from the Zambia Army shared similar views on the 
relationship between the rising in ranks and the awareness of 
commissioned officers of the career progression instructions. 
He indicated that:

[O]nce commissioned officers joined the Zambia Army, their 
view of the system was very narrow in depth and breadth. This 
was necessitated by the lack of exposure to how the Zambia 
Army operated. The small area of responsibility contributed to 
this narrow-mindedness of commissioned officers on career 
progression issues in the Zambia Army.

The Chief of Training (interview, 28 June 2021) from the 
Zambia Air Force further revealed that: 

Junior commissioned officers did not know the instructions that 
guided their promotions because of the limited subject matter 
covered during the initial training. Further, these commissioned 
officers had limited scope of the Force at the time of entry, 
including the earlier years of their career in the Zambia Air 
Force.

The Chief of Administration (interview, 28 June 2021) from 
the Zambia National Service indicated that: 

The absence of an induction training cadre once commissioned 
officers joined the service contributed to the narrow scope of 
commissioned on several matters, including tenets that guided 
their career progression. Additionally, the periodic indabas were 
insufficient to cover specific matters affecting commissioned 
officers, especially junior ones. 

Career progression instructions’ ability in 
fostering systematic promotions
Table 3 shows that career progression instructions did not 
promote systematic promotions among commissioned 
officers in the Zambia Defence Force. The majority of 
commissioned officers, 122 (87 and 35, expressive of 58.3%) 
out of 209, revealed that career progression instructions did 
not effectively, and very ineffectively, respectively, foster 
systematic promotions of commissioned officers. A fraction 
of 41.7% pointed out that career progression instructions 
effectively facilitated systematic promotions among 
commissioned officers. The majority revealed that 
career progression instructions did not effectively foster 
the systematic promotion of commissioned officers. 
Consequently, this resulted in irregular and uneven 
promotions among commissioned officers in the Zambia 
Defence Force. This implies that the promotions of 
commissioned officers were not thorough and systematic. 

FIGURE 2: Ranks structure against levels of awareness of the availability of 
career progression instructions for promotions of commissioned officers.
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TABLE 3: Distribution of the responses on the effectiveness of career progression 
instructions to foster systematic promotions of commissioned officers in service.
Count Frequency Percent Valid percent Cumulative 

percent

Valid
Very effective 28 13.4 13.4 13.4
Effective 59 28.2 28.2 41.6
Not effective 87 41.6 41.6 83.3
Very ineffective 35 16.7 16.7 100.0
Total 209 100.0 100.0 -
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Instead, they were marred by irregularities and a lack of 
outstanding and long-lasting specific plans or methods.

The failure of the career progression instructions to foster 
systematic promotion of commissioned officers in the Zambia 
Defence Force was also observed and experienced by the 
Deputy Secretaries (interview, 11 May 2021) from the 
Ministry of Defence, who indicated that:

Although systematic promotions for commissioned officers 
were the sole purpose of the career progression instructions, 
these instructions were devoid of the mechanisms that ensured 
systematic promotions of commissioned officers. (Deputy Army 
Secretary, interview, 11 May 2021)

Ideally, the career progression instruction was meant to ensure 
that commissioned officers systematically rose in ranks. However, 
in reality, commissioned officers were uncoordinatedly 
promoted. No known plan was employed when promoting 
commissioned officers. (Deputy Force Secretary, interview, 11 
May 2021)

The career progression instruction did not provide substantial 
details on promotion examinations and prerequisite courses to 
be done by commissioned officers. Consequently, this created 
chaos on the parameters to be followed to foster systematic 
promotions of commissioned officers. However, commissioned 
officers were required to go for courses, military and civilian. 
(Deputy Service Secretary, interview, 11 May 2021)

Respondents and Deputy Secretaries revealed that career 
progression instructions failed to support commissioned 
officers’ systematic promotions. The adequacy of the career 
progression instructions was in jeopardy as they did not 
provide the parameters that effectively fostered systematic 
promotions of commissioned officers. 

Figure 3 shows that career progression instructions from the 
Zambia Army and the Zambia National Service did not 
promote systematic officer promotions. The majority of 
respondents, 65 (that is, 46 and 19), expressive of 70% from 
the Zambia Army, informed the study that generally, career 
progression instructions did not effectively foster systematic 
promotions of commissioned officers. Similar findings were 
revealed by respondents from the Zambia National Service, 
where the majority of commissioned officers, 31 (that is, 24 
and 7), signifying 62% indicated the failure of the career 

progression instruction to foster systematic promotions. This 
implies that commissioned officers experienced uneven and 
uncoordinated promotions in the Zambia Army and the 
Zambia National Service. 

On the contrary, Figure 4 displays that the majority of 
commissioned officers, 40 (i.e. 14 and 26) representing 61% 
from the Zambia Air Force, informed the study that career 
progression instruction fostered systematic promotions. This 
means that the Zambia Air Force performed relatively well 
on this facet than the two ground services, that is, the Zambia 
Army and the Zambia National Service. This means that 
commissioned officers from the Zambia Air Force had a fixed 
promotion system known and understood by commissioned 
officers. Furthermore, commissioned offices were promoted 
when they met the prerequisites. Additionally, the 
implication of this is that the two Services were not keen on 
following and ensuring that the tenets that determined the 
career progression of commissioned officers were earnestly 
followed. Consequently, there were unsystematic and 
unmethodical promotions of commissioned officers. This 
means that career progression instructions in the Zambia 
Army and the Zambia National Service failed to foster the 
systematic promotion of commissioned officers.

In line with the findings from the Zambia Air Force, Burger 
(1979) found that systematic promotions of air force 
commissioned officers in the South African Air Force (SAAF) 
were a direct result of a feasible career plan driven by good 
career progression instruction. A viable career plan was at play 
in ensuring the systematic career progression of commissioned 
officers in the SAAF. The works of Eck (2007) were similar to 
the findings from the Zambia Air Force as they revealed 
that the Officer Management Policy effectively promoted 
commissioned Marine officers from Major through to Brigadier 
General’s ranks. Hernandez (2011) argued that flexible 
implementation of career progression instructions influenced 
systematic promotions of employees. The career progression 
instructions, in either case, facilitated effective commissioned 
officers’ promotions in the reviewed institutions.

The Chief of Training (interview, 28 June 2021) from the 
Zambia National Service supported this finding on the failure 

FIGURE 3: Distribution of responses on whether the career progression 
instructions effectively fostered systematic promotions of commissioned 
officers in your service.
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of the career progression instruction to foster systematic 
promotions of commissioned officers. He indicated that the 
career progression instruction in the Zambia National Service 
was not adequate to foster systematic career progression 
of commissioned officers. This was further supported 
by the Chief of Administration from the Zambia Army 
(interview, 21 June 2021), who revealed that career 
progression instruction in the Zambia Army did not cover 
all the needed details to foster systematic and timely 
promotions of commissioned officers. The findings from 
the Zambia Army and the Zambia National Service were 
supported by the findings from the study done by Gilroy 
(2002) on the same facet. The study was conducted on the 
active duty commissioned officers in the four branches 
of the United States of America’s Department of Defense 
(DoD). The findings from the DoD revealed that very 
few from the four branches experienced unsystematic 
promotions. The stagnation marred their promotions 
despite meeting the promotion strategies. 

Timeliness of the promotions received by 
commissioned officers
Table 4 shows the timeliness of past commissioned officers’ 
promotions. Out of 209 commissioned officers, 112, signifying 
54.1%, indicated that their promotions were not timely. On 
the contrary, 95 commissioned officers expressive of 45.9% 
revealed that their promotions were timely, with 1% 
uncommitted. The majority of commissioned officers revealed 
that their previous promotions were not timely. Therefore, 
this implied that commissioned officers in the Zambia 
Defence Force had delayed or accelerated promotions. 
Although not preview to the reasons for these scenarios, 
many factors were at play in either accelerated or delayed 
promotions of commissioned officers in the Zambia Defence 
Force. Generally, this presented faulty and inadequate career 
progression instructions in the Zambia Defence Force. 

The experiences and observations of the Deputy Army 
Secretary (interview, 11 May 2021) were in tandem with the 
above findings on the untimely promotions of commissioned 
officers. He revealed that: 

The career progression instructions were not fully implemented 
to ensure the timely promotions of commissioned officers. 
Timely or untimely promotions came at the backdrop of 
benchmarks on timelines, which were absent in the career 
progression instructions in the Zambia Army.

The Deputy Force Secretary (interview, 11 May 2021) further 
revealed that: 

There was a lack of scheduled timings for the sitting of the 
Defence Council for the Zambia Army and the Zambia Air Force 
and the Promotion Board for the Zambia National Service. This 
implied that Commanders and the availability of the Commander-
in-Chief largely determined the time for the promotions of 
commissioned officers. The system was centralised; hence, it 
usually negated career progression instructions.

The Chief of Administration (interview, 28 June 2021) from 
the Zambia National Service revealed that:

Delayed promotions of some of the commissioned officers were 
a direct consequence of poor staff work by those staff officers 
mandated to timely submit the needed documents to support the 
promotions of commissioned officers. The career progression 
instruction was devoid of the dates for submissions of the needed 
documents to facilitate the promotions of commissioned officers. 

Generally, the findings revealed that there were untimely 
promotions of commissioned officers in the Zambia Defence 
Force. Similarly, the findings from Smith’s (2019) research 
revealed that despite the US Department of Defense’s 
desire to ensure timely promotion opportunities for 
commissioned officers in all of the Services, most of the 
promotions were not timely because of changes and delays 
in the authorisation. Consequently, there were fluctuations 
in promotions to the next higher grade in both the time in 
service and time in grade for commissioned officers. The 
reviewed study revealed that bureaucracy was at play in 
these circumstances.

Figure 5 is a graphical depiction of the findings that shows the 
timeliness of promotions of commissioned officers in the 
Services. The Zambia Air Force had the most commissioned 
officers who revealed their timely promotions. This was 
contrary to the findings from commissioned officers of the 
two ground-based services, the Zambia Army and the Zambia 
National Service. This implies that some commissioned 
officers from the Zambia Air Force were promoted based on 
the career progression schedule, unlike those from the Zambia 
Army and the Zambia National Service.

Time commissioned officers waited before 
promotion
The findings on how long commissioned officers had to 
wait before being promoted to their current ranks are 

FIGURE 5: Perceptions of the timeliness of the promotions by service.
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TABLE 4: Distribution of responses on the perception of the timeliness of the 
promotion in the Zambia Defence Force.
Count Frequency Percent Valid percent Cumulative 

percent

Valid
Yes 95 45.5 45.9 45.9
No 112 53.6 54.1 100.0
Missing
Non response 2 1.0 - -
Total 209 100.0 - -
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displayed in Table 5. The majority of respondents, 117, out 
of 209, expressive of 56.5%, revealed that they did not know 
how long they were expected to wait for them to be 
promoted. On the contrary, 90 commissioned officers 
signifying 43.5%, knew how long they were expected to 
wait before being promoted to their current rank. A 
significantly high number of commissioned officers did not 
know when they were supposed to be promoted. This 
implies that there were faulty channels of communication. 
Alternatively, the career progression instructions did not 
explicitly state the period commissioned officers were 
expected to wait at every rank before being considered for 
the next promotion. It was unclear how long commissioned 
officers would have to wait before being promoted. 
Generally, the Deputy Secretaries (interview, 11 May 2021) 
from the Ministry of Defence informed the study that it was 
very difficult for commissioned officers to know the time 
they needed to wait before being promoted to their current 
ranks because of a lack of details. 

The findings on the respective services on the period or time 
commissioned officers had to wait before being promoted 
are displayed in Table 6. Out of 64 respondents, 42, 
signifying 66% of commissioned officers from the Zambia 
Air Force informed the study that they knew the period 
they needed to wait before being promoted to their current 
ranks. This implies objectivity, transparency and periodic 
exchange of information on promotions coupled with 
complete details enshrined in the career progression 
instruction regarding the period commissioned officers 
needed to wait before being promoted. This was supported 
by the Chief of Administration (interview, 28 June 2021) 
from the Zambia Air Force, who revealed that commissioned 
officers generally knew the years or time when they were 
expected to wait before being promoted. There was a 
general understanding among commissioned officers of 
the time they needed to wait before being promoted. 
Additionally, the Air Officer Commanding (interview, 04 
May 2021) amplified these findings when he revealed how 
individual commissioned officers progressed and provided 

a hint on how much time they needed to wait before being 
promoted to their current ranks. This implied that the career 
progression instruction did not spell out the timings; 
however, commissioned officers depended on gut feelings 
to know the timelines for their promotions. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, the findings revealed that although career 
progression instructions were available in the services, they 
did not foster systematic and timely promotions of 
commissioned officers in the Zambia Defence Force. This 
implies that career progression instructions in all the 
Services were inadequate as they did not influence the 
career progression of commissioned officers. Despite 
making this contribution, the article could not casually infer 
the findings on other defence forces. Future research can 
focus on career progression instructions across some African 
defence forces. 
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TABLE 6: Distribution of responses on whether they knew how long they had to 
wait before being promoted to their current rank by service. 
Count Service or branch in the Zambia Defence Force Total

Zambia  
Army

Zambia Air 
Force

Zambia 
National Service

Did you know how long you had to wait before being promoted to the current 
rank?
Yes 28 42 20 90
No 65/70% 22/34% 30/60% 117
Total 93 64 50 207

Note: Bold percentages are meant to interpret the statistic.

TABLE 5: Distribution of responses on whether they knew how long they had to 
wait before being promoted to their current rank.
Count Frequency Percent Valid percent Cumulative 

percent

Valid
Yes 90 43.1 43.5 43.5
No 117 56.0 56.5 100.0
Not applicable 2 1.0 - -
Total 209 100.0 - -
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