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ORGANIZATIONAL ASSESSMENT

The stated mission of the United States Air Force Academy (USAFA) is “to educate, train, and inspire men and 
women to become leaders of character, motivated to lead the United States Air Force in service to our nation.” 
To accomplish this mission, Air Force leaders must create a system that produces experiences that will lead to this 
goal. More specifically, since the Air Force Academy is a military college, leaders must create events in three areas—
military, academic, and athletic—that move students (cadets) toward the overall goal. While many such events are 
currently employed to engage cadets, distinct objectives and metrics for these events are sometimes unclear. 

Academic assessment at the Academy has a long track record, with outcomes that are clearly stated, and regular 
course and program reviews. Recently, the leadership at the Academy established an office of Assessment and 
Research to extend assessment into the military aspects of the Academy’s mission. Over the next few years this office 
will build a robust set of objectives and metrics for military training events. Similarly, the Athletic Department 
provides reports annually on its activities. Academic departments are also engaged, as the metrics of each academic 
program are periodically reviewed in order to continuously improve the effectiveness of program outcomes. 

Against this backdrop of the current state of assessment at the Academy, and in the spirit of continuous 
improvement, we suggest there is a need for a meta-level of assessment, which will help assess specific training events 
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as well as the meta-outcome of the overall program: 
the development of leaders of character. In particular, 
we will examine the strengths of two higher level 
objectives: surviving and thriving. Through the lenses 
of surviving and thriving, and assessment of the status 
of each, Academy leadership can develop insights to 
better accomplish the mission. 

We start by defining surviving and thriving, then 
demonstrate how thriving is fundamentally driven by 
the three elements of self-determination theory. This 
is followed by a set of propositions inviting assessment 
and continuous improvement. Next, we present a series 
of scenarios that illustrate the differences between 
surviving and thriving contexts. Finally, we provide 
a roadmap for assessing the level of thriving at the 
Academy, for both individual cadets and the overall 
program.

Surviving and Thriving Defined

Survival as an Objective. 
We define survival as the goal of continued professional 
existence where the situation is dangerous or extremely 
stressful. In the survival state, a person is subverted 
from the pursuit of their full potential to cope with the 
situation at hand, and are unable to fulfill the innate 
psychological self-determination needs of autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness. Instead, the focus is on 
“getting by,” “making it through,” “not getting into too 
much trouble,” “feeling overwhelmed,” and sometimes, 
“going through the motions.” Surviving can also 
include the development of persistence and grit, the 
willingness to pursue a difficult goal for long periods of 
time (Duckworth & Eskreis-Winkler, 2015).

While some of the descriptors of surviving may 
sound negative, USAFA’s emphasis on surviving is 
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essential. During intense programs such as Basic Cadet 
Training, Cadet Survival Training and Recognition (a 
training event culminating in first-year cadets being 
‘recognized’ as members of the Cadet Wing), cadets 
learn to cope with seemingly impossible demands where 
key skills such as decisiveness, rapid prioritization, and 
teamwork are developed and enhanced.

Situations and exercises using survival as a goal can 
also create powerful camaraderie and a strong sense 
of relatedness (Achor, 2015). For organizations that 
face real survival situations, such as the military or 
law enforcement, it is natural to want to ensure that 
members are used to handling stress. Unfortunately, 
this can lead to an overreliance on survival types 
of training activities, which reduces opportunities 

for overall leadership development and growth, as 
explained below. When in survival mode, participants 
must make trade-offs that get in the way of achieving 
realizing autonomy, competence, and relatedness, 
which, as we will discuss, are critical for the effective 
warfighter and leader. 

While survival exercises can produce very positive 
outcomes in terms of relatedness and a feeling of 
accomplishment, under the wrong circumstances, or 
when survival becomes a continual goal, the result 
is often cynicism, apathy, and disengagement. For 
example, studies have shown that unhealthy amounts 
of time dedicated to playing video games are often a 
result of avoidant response to frustrated thriving needs 
(Wu, Lei & Ku, 2013). Further, under conditions 
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where survival is the continual goal, participants can 
develop a harmful type of relatedness that is contrary 
to organizational, and proper individual goals. This can 
manifest as a loyalty to one another that overwhelms 
loyalty to the organization. Rules infractions, even 
integrity lapses, can be overlooked. In academics, a 
continual focus on survival can lead to cramming 
for exams instead of engaging with the material. 
Students who are deprived of thriving needs often 
want no academic feedback at all, other than survival 
information such as knowing the mean (average on 
a particular assignment) and how their score will 
translate into a grade.  

In summary, under many training situations, 
survival is an essential and worthy goal. However, for 

many contexts and situations, a prolonged survival 
focus produces negative results, reducing cadet growth 
toward becoming a leader of character.

Thriving as an Objective.
Thriving is experienced as a sense of growth, learning, 
and momentum, and is accompanied by a sense of being 
energized. Individuals who are thriving are not “merely 
surviving” (Saakvitne, Tennen, & Affleck, 1998; as 
cited in Porath, Spreitzer, Gibson, & Garnett, 2012, p. 
251) “or getting by” (Benson & Scales, 2009; as cited 
in Porath, et al., 2012, p. 251). Thriving is composed 
of two dimensions: vitality and learning (Spreitzer, 
Sutcliffe, Dutton, Sonenshein, & Grant, 2005). 
These dimensions represent the affective (vitality) 
and cognitive (learning) elements required for the 
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psychological experience of personal growth (Porath, 
et al., 2012). When a person has vitality, they are 
enthusiastic about their tasks, and look forward to each 
day (Miller & Stiver, 1997; Nix, Ryan, Manly & Deci, 
1999; both as cited by Porath, et al., 2012). Individuals 
who are thriving feel more vital, which results in more 
enthusiasm and a deeper reservoir of positive energy 
(Spreitzer & Porath, 2014). Multiple experiments 
have demonstrated that vitality results in performance 
improvement, while also accelerating recovery from 
personal fatigue (Muravan, Gagné & Rosman, 2008, 
as cited by Spreitzer & Porath, 2014). The learning 
dimension of thriving involves a commitment to 
continuous learning as well as the application of 
knowledge which is congruent with current Air Force 
guidance which notes that airmen must develop the 
skills to personally “assess and adjust, or calibrate their 
environment” to “maintain the cognitive skill, physical 
endurance, emotional stamina” needed to maximize 
mission accomplishment (AFI 90-506). It follows that 
those who are thriving build new capabilities (Carver, 
1998, as cited by Porath, et al., 2012) by applying what 
they have learned. Additionally, vitality and learning 
combine in a manner that increases thriving and 
reduces burnout (Spreitzer & Porath, 2014).

In contrast to surviving, thriving focuses on the 
development of internal motivation, which could 
help cadets to invest in and actualize their potential, 
as well as internalize institutional core values. In 
summary, put in the context of USAFA, individuals 
who are thriving are intentionally engaged, which 
results in personal growth and an additional sense 
of vitality (Robitschek,1998, as cited by Spreitzer & 
Porath, 2014), while reaching desired states as defined 
by the mission of USAFA.  Hence, creating activities, 
situations, or events where the intentional goal is 
thriving will likely result in the development of cadets 
who look for challenges and are motivated to maximize 
their competence–cadets who can be expected to 
perform better every day. 

Studies exploring the context of thriving find that 
individuals who score higher on the thriving scales/
metrics we discuss later, are more motivated and perform 
better than those who are not thriving. Consider these 
examples: Black and Deci (2000) show that, in terms 
of overall learning, university instructors get superior 
results when they create a thriving context; a study at 
a medical school demonstrated that students are much 
more likely to internalize desired institutional values 
when taught within a  thriving context (Williams & 
Deci, 1996); and hospital patients were significantly 
more likely to change their behaviors and embrace 
a healthier lifestyle when health care providers used 
methods that emphasized thriving (Williams, Deci, & 
Ryan, 1998). 

Thriving has also been strongly linked to leadership 
effectiveness and leadership development. In a study of 
executives across different firms, thriving leaders were 
rated substantially better, and found to be better role 
models, than those whose thriving score was lower 
(Porath, et al, 2012). In addition, research has shown 
that leaders who support increased autonomy in the 
workplace enhance employee well-being and workplace 
effectiveness (Slemp, Kern, Patrick & Ryan, 2018).  

Since thriving as a goal is critical under circumstances 
that demand personal growth or internalization 
of values, such as the Air Force Core Values, when 
designing programs and training events at USAFA 
we recommend that leaders intentionally create and 
assess training that provides opportunities for cadets 
to thrive. Thriving doesn’t occur just because the 
boss is pushing for it (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Instead, 
research has demonstrated that thriving is situationally 
dependent—the roles, responsibilities reporting 
relationships, and task constraints all determine 
whether a situation produces thriving, or instead, 
depletes vitality (Spreitzer & Porath, 2014).
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Linking Thriving to Self-Determination 
Theory
Self-determination theory (SDT), a theory well 
supported by empirical work, postulates that 
cognitive and emotional health are a function of the 
satisfaction of three needs (Flannery, 2017), which 
act to support the ability of a person to exercise their 
intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2017). These 
needs—autonomy, competence, and relatedness—are, 
in turn, critically dependent on the context provided 
by an organization’s leaders (Ryan & Deci, 2017). As 
described in this section, the three components of self-
determination theory provide the nutriments required 
for thriving (Spreitzer & Porath, 2014). For example, 
studies have shown that students that were provided 
with the three nutriments of self-determination theory 
possessed more vitality (Reis, Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe, 
& Ryan, 2000, as cited by Spreitzer & Porath, 2014).

The Components of Self-Determination 
Theory
As mentioned above, SDT is scaffolded by autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness. The first of these, 
autonomy, is evident when a person commits to his or 
her actions and takes responsibility for them (Ryan & 
Deci, 2017). Motivation that is autonomous reflects 
actions that flow from the person’s values, goals and 
interests (Graves & Luciano, 2013).  Autonomous 
action is pursued by individuals who have enthusiasm 
for the matter at hand accompanied by a sense of choice 
(Gagné & Deci, 2005), a combination that is necessary 
for peak performance (Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2005). 
Autonomy has been associated with self-actualization 
and self-esteem and leads to supporting the autonomy 
of others (Lewis & Neighbors, 2005). Studies have also 
repeatedly found that “motivation and perseverance 
are necessary for attainment of eminent performance” 
(Ericcson, Krampe, & Tesch-Romer, 1993; p366).

The need for competence is driven by the desire 
to impact one’s surroundings and to own one’s 

actions through the development of skills, mastery 
of challenges, achievement of goals and adaptation 
to evolving environments (Graves & Luciano, 2013). 
Competence is achieved via a commitment to learning, 
which is the acquisition and application of knowledge 
and skills to build capacity (Edmonson, 1999 as cited 
in Spreitzer & Porath, 2014).

Satisfaction of the relatedness need is indicated 
by close and secure personal relationships (Flannery, 
2017). As a result of the experience of relatedness, 
individuals feel connected to others, believe they are 
an important and well-regarded member of social 
groups, and see themselves as able to contribute to both 
individual relationships and to the groups where they 
are members (Ryan & Deci, 2017).

When autonomy, competence, and relatedness are 
optimized, individuals are better able to successfully 
interpret threatening situations that are out of 
alignment with their values (Di Domenico, Liu, Ayaz, 
& Fournier, 2016). As a result, such individuals are 
better able to handle the challenges that accompany 
rigorous education and training processes. Individuals 
operating with high levels of self-determination are 
simply better prepared psychologically to face and 
manage challenging situations, and they are much less 
likely to ignore or avoid problems, which can lead to 
troublesome behaviors that get in the way of effective 
functioning (Li & Yang, 2016).

Self-determined individuals have a desire to grow and 
develop, to expand their potential, and to be an active 
part of the social structures in which they reside (Graves 
& Luciano, 2013).  When self-determination is driven 
to higher levels (i.e., when autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness are in full force) psychological resilience, 
which is a person’s capacity to face difficult situations, 
is increased, and that person is able to thrive. As a 
result, self-determined individuals are better able to 
recover from intense formational processes (Booth & 
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Neill, 2017), such as those employed by USAFA, while 
maximizing and integrating the knowledge gained 
from those processes.

Thriving, Self-Determination, and Academy 
Mission Accomplishment
We observe that most cadets thrive in at least one area 
of their life at the Academy. While a cadet may be 
struggling academically, they may be thriving as a cadet 
squadron commander. Perhaps another cadet thrives 
in his or her academic major but struggles militarily. 
Some cadets thrive on the athletic fields, others in cadet 
clubs. The challenge for USAFA permanent party 
(i.e., our military, academic, athletic and character 
development faculty and staff) is to make thriving 
and/or surviving intentional objectives for particular 
training and educational events which might then 
widen the window of thriving opportunities for cadets 
and further contribute to the accomplishment of the 
Academy’s mission.

The research cited above strongly suggests that 
activities that focus on thriving are critical to cadet 

development, particularly when compared to activities 
that focus on survival alone. As discussed, this is 
especially important for leadership development, 
where we have long known about the importance 
of giving participants time reflect on their personal 
leadership challenges (Conger, 2004) while exploring, 
incorporating and understanding of the rationale 
behind their Academy experiences. A critical 
element of cadet development is expressed by The 
Air Force Academy’s Officer Development System 

which specifically explicates a desire for officers who 
“have internalized a foundational identity, in which 
they understand why…service...is a noble pursuit.” 
(USAFAPAM 36-3527, 2013, p. 11). Further, there is 
little doubt that the USAFA mission requires cadets to 
internalize the Air Force Core Values (Integrity First, 
Service Before Self, Excellence in All We Do). This 
requires training focused on thriving, not just survival 
or “getting by.” 

The Academy’s Center for Character and Leadership 
Development (CCLD) has defined development as 
“the crystallization and consolidation of new insights, 
knowledge, observable skills and responsibilities” 
(CCLD, 2011, p. 12) The Center acknowledges, in 
agreement with theories of thriving, that training and 
education don’t, by themselves, lead to deeper insights 
(CCLD, 2011). CCLD refers to Bandura’s (1997) 
work, which underlines the need for individuals to 
believe in their ability to perform, while operating in an 
encouraging environment. Finally, again in agreement 
with self-determination theory and thriving, CCLD 
notes that when people undergo real development 

it is not because 
something is “done 
to them” (CCLD, 
2011, p. 17).  Instead, 
the CCLD calls 
for the creation of 
events and an overall 
system wherein 

cadets “own” their personal development—which is a 
fundamental aspect of thriving.

Integrative processes are essential to the 
accomplishment of the USAFA mission. CCLD 
(CCLD, 2011) refers to this as intentionally “threading 
together” a cadet’s experiences. Further, they call for 
“experiences and relationships that are sustained over 
time and meaningful to the individual” (CCLD, 
2011, p. 18). This means the Academy must provide 

 ...the Academy must provide contexts and situations 
where cadets work to reconcile experiences, facts, 
or events that contradict their current self-concept, 
which results in personal growth...
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contexts and situations where cadets work to reconcile 
experiences, facts, or events that contradict their 
current self-concept, which results in personal growth

(Weinstein, Przybylski, & Ryan, 2013). 

DiDomenico, et al., (2016) posit that when values, 
practices, and behaviors are in congruence with the 
various dimensions of a person’s identity, that person 
begins to perceive that they are operating in a self-
regulated state. This is critical because growth and 
internalization are maximized when a trainee perceives 
that they are acting in a self-regulated state (derived 
from the SDT focus on autonomy). This requires the 
intentional creation of a thriving context.  Rogers 
(1961) reminds us, however, that these processes do  
not result in a permanent self-concept but are part of 
an ongoing process of discerning and consolidating 
the self. Further, thriving must be emphasized in 
each Academy functional area (i.e., military training, 
academics, athletics, and character development). Shin 
and Grant (2019) warn that if the ability to thrive is 

not equal in all areas, it can result in poor performance 
in the areas that have neglected to provide a thriving 
context. 

As supported by the discussion above we submit four 
propositions:

Proposition 1: The mission of USAFA will be more  
comprehensively met if the organization provides 
a clear context and objectives for training and 
educational events that correlate with the nine 
institutional outcomes of USAFA (critical 
thinking; clear communication; application of 
engineering methods; scientific reasoning and 
the principles of science; the human condition; 
cultures & societies; leadership, teamwork, and 
organizational management; ethics and respect for 
human dignity; national security of the American 
Republic; warrior ethos as airmen and citizens).
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Integrity, Service Before Self, Excellence in All We Do
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Proposition 2: Cadets will be more productive 
in their efforts to become leaders of character if 
the contexts and objectives, emphasizing either 
surviving or thriving, are intentionally applied in 
each development situation. 

Proposition 3: Driven by autonomous motivation, 
cadets who are thriving will better internalize the 
values of the Air Force and, as a result, will be more 
committed to live by those values.   

Proposition 4: USAFA permanent party largely 
controls the extent to which each training or 
development event or context is experienced by the 
cadets as a thriving or surviving situation.

The above model briefly illustrates our previous 
discussion of thriving and surviving as they relate to 
the achievement of the USAFA Mission (Figure 1). At 
the end of this paper we will discuss methods to assess 
both individual events and the overall cadet experience 
to determine the extent to which Academy cadets are 
thriving. 

Scenarios: Thriving or Surviving
To further explore self-determination theory as it 
relates to surviving and thriving at USAFA, we present 
six scenarios depicting surviving and thriving situations 
which were provided by cadets and graduates, followed 
by a discussion of the relationship between the scenario 
and SDT. 

Scenario 1: Surviving and Academics
On your way to teach in Fairchild Hall at USAFA, 
you see a familiar cadet. As the distance closes, you 
recognize Cadet Jones. “Hi Cadet Jones! How are you 
doing?” You and Cadet Jones shake hands and move to 
the side of the bustling hallway. 

“Hi Ma’am. It’s good to see you!”

Cadet Jones was one of your students and it has 
been months since you last saw her. As you recall, she 
applied herself after stumbling in the first half of your 
course and ended up with a decent grade. She’s an 
upperclassman now, and you expect her to tell you all 
is well. 

Cadet Jones says, “I’m okay. Surviving.” She looks 
off into the distance. “I had two tests today. I think I 
passed them. Prog [mid-term grading period] is right 
around the corner though. Lots to do. Oh, and I leave 
for a game this weekend. You know how it is.”

“Yeah,” you say. As a USAFA graduate you remember 
how overwhelmed and stressed you were almost all of 
the time.

Cadet Jones continues, “I gotta run. My study 
group is meeting in the library in 10. I’m hoping the 
extra effort will help me get off of academic probation. 
Maybe, I’ll even learn something.”

Academic probation? Cadet Jones? “Hang in there. 
Only two years until graduation and you made it 
through the toughest two years.”

“Yes ma’am. That’s what I keep telling myself.”
         
Wow, my response was weak, you think. Hang in 

there. Live through it. Just survive. 

Commentary for Scenario 1:  For anyone who has 
observed cadets at USAFA, this scenario familiar. 
While the majority of cadets don’t experience 
academic probation, at multiple points in their cadet 
journey cadets experience the overwhelming reality 
of seemingly unending commitments that push them 
toward an emphasis on survival: academic pursuits, 
squadron duties, athletic team practices and games, 
extracurricular activities, military training, and the 
many other obligations. This scenario isn’t just familiar, 
it’s normal; de rigeur as part of the four-year USAFA 
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experience in the quest to produce not only combat 
ready warriors but leaders of character who will be at the 
helm of the U.S. Air Force and civilian organizations, 
as they have been since the first class graduated in 1959.  
This type of environment is driven by the assumption 
that not everyone can survive, but those that do will be 
better because of it and will be prepared to fulfill the 
unique mission of the USAFA.

If you check in with USAFA graduates from across 
the years, you’ll find that the fundamental assumptions 
about training haven’t changed much since the first 
cadet, Bradley C. Hosmer, received his diploma. Some 
of the basic assumptions have been challenged over 
time, as evidenced by dramatic changes in retention 
and graduation rates, and discussions about the need 
for multiple pathways. However, the fundamental 
philosophy and the assumptions we make, whether 
conscious or unconscious, of what an Air Force 
Academy is or should be, remain largely unchanged and 
are reflected in the summation of the cadet experience 
in this scenario: survive.

As briefly discussed above, Permanent Party 
understand that defending the country and fighting 
wars is the military’s primary role. In response, we want 
to insure our cadets can survive under pressure—so we 
push them to their limits to get them ready. For many 
Permanent Party members of USAFA we’ve talked to 
about training cadets, this is as it should be. USAFA 
has a long history of success that tells us we are doing 
something right. When Cadet Jones and her peers toss 
their hats on graduation day, they will know they are 
survivors. They made it through the countless obstacles 
and challenges built into the cadet experience.  They 
will be proud that they made it through a program that 
few others would or could; forged in fire, emerging as 
warriors.

However, as important as the outcomes are from 
exposing cadets to survival situations, we propose that 
we can produce more developed leaders of character 

by finding ways to encourage a thriving outcome as 
well.  Let’s hit the reset button on the scenario above 
and look at a different interaction; one seen through a 
thriving lens. 

Scenario 2: Thriving and Academics
On your way to class in Fairchild Hall at USAFA, 
you see a familiar cadet; someone you hadn’t seen in 
months. As the distance closes, you recognize Cadet 
Jones. “Hi Cadet Jones! How are you doing?” You and 
Cadet Jones shake hands and move to the side of the 
bustling hallway. 

“Hi Ma’am. It’s good to see you!”
Cadet Jones was one of your students. As you recall, 

she applied herself after stumbling in the first half of the 
course and ended up with a decent grade. You expect 
her to tell you all is well. She’s an upperclassman now. 

Cadet Jones says, “I’m tired, but am doing really, 
really well.  We just finished a design project for my 
capstone course, and it turned out great.  Honestly, 
I had my doubts about getting it done, but our team 
gelled about midway through and we came up with 
a design our instructor told us has never been done 
before and has the potential to impact our field.” She 
looks off into the distance. “Funny thing though, at the 
beginning of the semester I dreaded the class. Frankly, 
I thought this would be the one class I might fail. And 
here I am, I’m loving it and working harder than I ever 
thought I would… or could.” 

As a USAFA grad you smile at the similar experiences 
you went through as a cadet. Challenging assignments; 
direct, yet constructive feedback; room to make and 
correct mistakes. 

Cadet Jones continues, “I gotta run. My study group 
is meeting in the library in 10. I usually prefer studying 
on my own, but this particular group pushes me to do 
more than I would normally do alone, and I appreciate 
that.”
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The best part of teaching is watching cadets like 
Cadet Jones thrive. “I’m so excited for you!  The Air 
Force is incredibly lucky to have you and I can’t wait to 
see what you accomplish after graduation.”

“Thanks, ma’am. It was great running into you.”

Commentary for Scenario 2: The second scenario 
was quite different from the first even though they both 
depict experiences at USAFA. In the first scenario, 
the cadet was simply trying to get by, to survive. But 
consider–isn’t simply surviving a rather odd goal or 
criteria for success? Imagine a farmer stating that 
they want their crops to survive rather than thrive. A 
farmer does their best to provide the optimal balance of 
nutrients that support abundant harvests. In contexts 
where the possibility for substantial additional growth 
exists, a survival goal sets the bar much too low. In the 
second scenario, these nutrients appear to be present 
and the cadet thrived. We must prepare cadets for 
actual survival under fire, which the Academy does 
quite admirably through intense programs such as Basic 
Cadet Training and Cadet Survival Training. However, 
if we make survival a day-to-day goal throughout a 
cadet’s time at USAFA, we neglect growth and miss 
opportunities in many areas that require investment 
and reflection.

   
Scenario Three: Surviving in the  
Cadet Wing
Let’s take a look at another scenario, again using the 
lens of SDT, to identify how the cadet in the scenario 
perceives her levels of autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness to others.

 “This has to stop,” the Air Officer Commanding 
(AOC) told his cadet squadron commander. “I’m sick 
and tired of low knowledge test scores, bad uniforms, 
and poor attitudes. Lead your squadron, or I’ll do it  
for you.”

The cadet squadron commander sighed and said, 
“Yes, Sir. I’ll take care of it. It won’t happen again.” Run 
the squadron? He’s already running the squadron.  I 
haven’t been able to make a single decision on my own 
since the sophomores did poorly on their knowledge 
test at the beginning of the semester. Did he even think 
about why they did poorly? No! They’re probably upset 
and sending a message to you about micromanaging 
them as much as you’re micromanaging me. I’m stuck in 
the middle yet again. Forty-four days. Yes, I’m counting 
down.  Forty-four days until the next sucker gets to be 
squadron commander and ‘not be in charge’.”

“Don’t squander this leadership opportunity,” the 
AOC continued. “I expect to see a huge improvement 
in your squadron’s performance.”

“Yes, sir. I won’t let you down.” 

Commentary for Scenario 3: The scenario above 
might seem a bit contrived, but it conveys what some 
cadets have shared with us semester after semester. 
As previously stated, Self Determination Theory tells 
us that adequate levels of autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness must be perceived for a person to 
experience subjective well-being and to thrive. With 
that in mind, it is fairly easy to imagine what the 
cadet in the scenario perceived regarding autonomy, 
competence and relatedness. Let’s take autonomy first. 
Recall that autonomy involves a sense of volition and 
choice. Clearly, this was lacking in the scenario. The 
cadet expressed frustration about not being able to 
make decisions and being micromanaged. Imagine how 
proud that cadet must have been about her selection as 
squadron commander and how much she must have 
looked forward to the opportunity to practice her 
leadership skills. 

When it comes to SDT, competence is about more 
than simply having a skill. Competence is about 
successfully applying skills when faced with significant 
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challenges. Critically, it is also about the growth of 
the competency through practice. In the scenario, the 
cadet isn’t given the opportunity to develop or use her 
competency. Instead, she is relegated to implementing 
the directives given by her AOC. 

The third component of SDT, psychological 
relatedness, has to do with relationships that support a 
sense of belonging and connection to others. The AOC 
could have used the opportunity to mentor the cadet, 
share wisdom, and develop mutual respect that would 
bolster the sense of relatedness, but it does not look like 
this was happening in this case. 

Interestingly, the AOC may not be thriving either. 
The AOC job, embodying both evaluation and 
mentorship is extremely difficult and, depending on 
the metrics used to judge their performance, AOCs 
may find themselves focusing on day-to-day survival. If 
so, the approach taken by the AOC, applying pressure 
and creating a survival context, is understandable. 
Unfortunately, because growth was possible in this 
scenario, making this a survival situation stunts that 
growth, and could easily result in cadets choosing 
loyalty to one another over the mission.

Scenario 4: Thriving in the Cadet Wing 
“Hey, Ma’am. Do you have a minute?”  Cadet Jonas, the 
cadet squadron commander said as he knocked on the 
AOC’s office door.

She put aside the papers she’d been reviewing. Bout 
time for a break. “Come on in, have a seat. What can I 
do for you?” the AOC responded.

Cadet Jonas took a seat and asked, “Well, I’m 
concerned about the poor performance of the 
sophomores on their last knowledge test and was 
wondering if I could bounce a few ideas off of you?”

Yes! She’d been hoping that the cadets would stop 
by more often and ask for her guidance. “Of course. I 
don’t have all the answers, but I’m happy to share my 

experience with you.” The AOC leaned back in her 
seat. I better set up some clear ground rules though. 
“Ultimately, after I share my thoughts, the best course 
of action is your decision.  And if you make a mistake, 
we’ll learn from it.” She was concerned her words might 
be taken as an empty promise, or worse, a veiled threat, 
but she firmly believed that USAFA is a leadership 
laboratory where cadets can make mistakes and learn 
from them in an environment where no one gets hurt.

They went on to brainstorm ideas. Time passed 
without either of them being aware of it. When 
they were done, Jonas said, “I think I’ve got some 
great strategies that will work. Thanks, Ma’am. I 
appreciate your time. “I can’t believe how much  
I’m learning.” 

The AOC closed with two suggestions. “Cadet 
Jonas, next time consider bringing along one or more of 
your staff to participate in our meeting. Decisions can 
be substantially improved when discussed with others, 
especially those who will be asked to implement or live 
with the final decision. Also, whenever time allows, be 
sure to ask for feedback from your staff before making a 
final decision. That will ensure everyone has a voice and 
knows their positions are valued.”

They both chuckled as the AOC walked Cadet Jonas 
to the door.  

Commentary for Scenario 4: This scenario tells a 
very different story than the previous scenario. While 
the situation may be similar, the AOC is consciously 
or unconsciously using the power of SDT to promote 
thriving. Let's start with autonomy. In this scenario, 
the AOC makes it very clear that the cadet squadron 
commander has the autonomy to make decisions. 
Cadet Jonas is also invited to develop additional 
competence, with the AOC providing mentorship in 
a non-threatening, non-survival environment. Jonas 
seems genuinely excited about the opportunity.
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In the scenario, the cadet squadron commander 
values and appreciates his interactions with his AOC. 
The AOC demonstrates respect for the cadet, and in 
response the cadet is excited to share his ideas with his 
AOC. There is significant potential for a meaningful 
relationship between the two that meets the innate 
psychological need of relatedness as described by 
SDT. Further, the AOC has reminded the cadet of the 
importance of extending autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness to his staff. 

Notice that the differences in the two scenarios are 
actions, policies and relationships that either foster 
a sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
or reduces these elements. Promotion of a positive 
environment can take more time for an AOC, but has 
huge positive impacts in perceptions, behaviors, and 
ultimately outcomes.

Scenario 5: Surviving in Multiple Systems  
at USAFA
The previous examples focused on academics and the 
Cadet Wing as specific and distinct mission elements. 
Unfortunately, although it has utility, these scenarios 
are overly simplistic when viewed from the cadet 
perspective. Cadets experience pressures from the 
various mission elements at the same time and find 
themselves in a balancing act where prioritization and 
time management is an ongoing part of cadet life. To 
properly address this complexity through a SDT lens, 
a systems approach is necessary. Here are two scenarios 
that illustrate how this might look from a systems 
perspective.  

“Hi Kevin, how are you doing? How are things going 
on the Hill?”, asks Kevin’s coach. 

“Coach, things are not going so well. Every time I 
get back to the squadron I am reprimanded for missing 
the training sessions. When I do attend the training 

sessions, I receive flack about not participating in the 
physical activities. I am told I am a slacker because I 
won’t do physical training with my classmates even 
though my cadet chain of command knows I am not 
allowed to participate under NCAA guidelines. It’s 
hard to balance my cadet responsibilities and my 
responsibilities to the team.” 

The coach said, “Well Kevin, your cadet training 
staff is not helping us win any games. I recommend that 
you stay at practice until academic call to quarters [a 
time set aside each evening to allow student to study 
where there are no other events planned] starts; it’s only 
six months until recognition. Besides, you’re not good 
at any of that cadet stuff anyway. Tell you what, I will 
have the Head Coach call your AOC and tell her to 
leave you alone. We have games to win.”

Kevin doesn’t quite agree with the coach. I am 
pretty good at my knowledge, but I wish there was a 
way I could balance all my commitments. I feel like a 
disappointment. I wish my coach understood. I wish 
my squadron understood. I am not going to quit now, 
but if this balancing act doesn’t get any better, I need to 
find a way to maintain my sanity.

Commentary for Scenario 5: From a SDT viewpoint, 
the above scenario is painful to recount. Reading 
between the lines we can make some assumptions. 
For example, while Kevin was probably recruited for 
being a great athlete, he also demonstrated academic 
and leadership excellence during his high school years. 
Unfortunately, early in his cadet career, Kevin is already 
experiencing mutually exclusive mission element 
demands. As a result, his autonomy is under attack, 
and he is made to feel incompetent. As discussed above, 
though he wants to excel everywhere, Kevin may soon 
become defensive with some of the mission elements, 
reducing his participation, motivation, and growth.

One can imagine from the above scenario that this 
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cadet has pockets of strong relatedness with others, 
likely stemming from relationships with his teammates.  
It is also easy to imagine that his experience in his 
squadron makes him feel isolated, misunderstood, and 
alone. However, while Kevin’s relatedness needs may be 
satisfied, the outcome for the Academy is suboptimal 
since the establishment of cliques can be contrary to 
the overall mission. 

 
 Kevin also has little chance to develop competency 

related to his non-athletic duties, given conflicts within 
the system. This inability to balance demands placed on 
him by different mission elements directly attacks his 
sense of competence. One can imagine his tremendous 
sense of pride as he performs on the athletic field, a 
sense of pride that is crushed when he is counseled for 
missing training events. This cadet could be confident 
in athletics, academics and military activities, yet the 
combination of all three have left him with an overall 
sense of being incompetent regarding the unified 
USAFA experience. This is not a great position to be in 
as a young person desiring to grow and excel. 

Scenario 6: Thriving in Multiple Systems  
at USAFA 
“Hi Kevin, how are you doing, how are things going on 
the Hill?” asks Kevin’s position coach.

“Coach, things are going great. When I get back to 
the squadron, my three-degree coach checks in with 
me to see how the day went, including practices. She 
makes sure I understand all the requirements I missed 
and helps me develop a plan to support my role in the 
squadron even though I spend a lot of time down here. 

The coach nods, happy to hear evidence that the parts 
of the system are working together to support Kevin. 

Kevin continued, “My classmates are supportive as 
well. It’s like I’m a part of two great teams. I’m working 
my butt off, but life is great.” He adjusts his loaded 
backpack. 

The coach knew that what Kevin experienced was, 
in part, a result of the great conversation that the Head 
Coach had with the AOCs to clarify the support cadet 
athletes need and what they contribute to USAFA. 

“Additionally, I have felt appreciated more,” Kevin 
said, “Now that my squadron knows what my day 
looks like, they now focus more on what I bring to the 
table and understand why I am unable to attend some 
squadron activities. With the support I am receiving 
from the military side and the athletic side, I feel like I 
can be successful at USAFA.”

“Kevin, I am glad to hear all that. I am glad we were 
able to share all the good things you accomplish in your 
sport and dispel some of the myths. Thank you for 
sharing your concerns about balancing your Academy 
commitments. Like you, I am thankful for all the 
increased support. It’s much easier for us to coach, and 
for you to play, when we are on the same team.”

Commentary for Scenario 6: This scenario 
embodies the satisfaction of the innate psychological 
needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in 
spades. Even though the cadet still deals with huge 
time management concerns, he can develop plans that 
help him meet both military and athletic requirements. 
Once his chain of command better understood his 
challenges and contributions, they were able to provide 
him additional autonomy.

Competence includes both actual skill and 
perception of that skill. In this case, the cadet feels as 
though he is making, and being recognized for, valuable 
contributions in both military and athletic pursuits. As 
a result, we can expect his autonomous motivation, his 
desire to make a difference, increase.   

When the cadet says he feels as if he is a part of two 
great teams, he is voicing his sense of relatedness with 
two sets of people; his squadron classmates and 
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his teammates.  Compare this to the isolation he was 
experiencing in the prior scenario.

A Call for Action and Assessment
The leaders in any system are that system’s architects and 
the behaviors observed in any system are a direct result 
of the architecture (processes, incentives, assumptions, 
etc.) within that system. Hence, leadership determines 
the degree to which any event will emphasize surviving 
and/or thriving. To do so intentionally requires the 
specification of each event’s objectives in advance, 
as discussed in the introduction, along with specific 
metrics to measure outcomes. 

Fortunately, as architects of the USAFA experience, 
USAFA leadership is ideally situated to create an 
environment where cadets can either thrive or be 
challenged to survive.  To accomplish this, rigorous 
assessment of individual programs must be conducted 
in order to establish a baseline understanding 
regarding the elements required for cadets to thrive.  
We propose using The Basic Psychological Need 
Satisfaction and Frustration Scale (Chen et al., 2015) 
as an assessment tool. The scale has been validated in 
four countries and is designed to measure the extent to 
which the nutriments of autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness are present regarding a particular program 
or experience.  Using the scale, cadets would be asked 
to reflect upon different aspects of their USAFA 
experience. For example, a cadet might take the survey 
to ascertain her experience as a flight commander in 
her squadron, again as a member of the volleyball team, 
and again as a major in the management department.

In the service of creating leaders of character, results 
should provide a measure of thriving as it relates to 
USAFA’s mission, providing evidence that a cadet has 
maximized his or her potential as indicated by survey 
results, showing a robust level of perceived autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness.  If the results are lower 
than desired, leaders (and all Permanent Party), as 
architects of the system, can take action and make 

changes that can be expected to lead to increases in 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness.  The results 
of those changes could then be measured by a later 
administration of the scale, after action has been taken 
to assess whether the changes impact cadets’ ability to 
thrive. Isn’t that what we all truly want for them and 
what they likely want for themselves?  

It is critical at a military institution like the 
Air Force Academy that we develop a system that 
balances opportunities to thrive with those that teach 
students to survive.  Officers in the Air Force need to 
understand what it means to thrive and how to help 
others to achieve that state.  Additionally, these officers 
must understand what it takes to survive challenging 
situations, to persevere through adversity and to have 
the grit necessary to achieve challenging long-term 
goals.  In this paper, we seek to find the correct balance 
of thriving and surviving. Too much of one or the 
other is detrimental to officer development.  If we are 
deliberate in our development of programs and in their 
assessment, we can achieve a highly effective system 
that produces officers of character motivated to lead the 
United States Air Force.

◆ ◆ ◆
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