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AUTHORITY:
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(1May 99); DoD 5500.7-R Joint Ethics Regulation (JER); Manual for Courts-Martial, Article 134; OpJAGAF 1996/144; OpJAGAF 1996/88; OpJAGAF 1996/61; TJAG Policy Letter 13 (4 Feb 98).

INTRODUCTION

Most violations of the Air Force policy on professional relationships stem from inexperience or unfamiliarity with the policy.  Consequently, on 1 May 1999, the revised AFI 36-2909 went into effect.  This revision was the result of a SECDEF memorandum directing the services to adopt uniform, clear, and readily understandable policies regarding good order and discipline and professional relationships.  It applies to all active duty, reserve, and Air National Guard members.   

WHY SHOULD COMMANDERS CARE ABOUT PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS?

The short answer is:  because how well individuals relate to one another affects how well the military mission is performed.  The Air Force and the Air National Guard are more effective when individuals work together and respect authority.  The Air Force instruction on professional relationships sets out the standards of behavior for personal relationships.  It accounts for the fact that the Air Force and the Air National Guard are organized in ranks and that the mission is accomplished through the giving and following of orders.  Commanders and supervisors have the authority and responsibility to maintain good order, discipline, and morale.  As such, they may be held accountable for failing to act in appropriate cases.  Commanders and supervisors of Air National Guard units should tailor application and enforcement of principles to address unique situations arising from part-time service.  

PROFESSIONAL RELATIONSHIPS:
Some relationships contribute to high morale and good discipline.  Others do not.  Recognizing relationships that increase morale and discipline is important.  “Professional relationships” is a term used to describe personal interaction that adds to morale, discipline, and respect for authority.   Open communication about careers, duties, performance, and the mission is always encouraged.  Participation in unit, base, or civic activities normally contributes to espirit de corps and has a positive effect on others. When relationships have the opposite effect, i.e., when they begin to break down or destroy morale, discipline, or respect for authority, they become a matter of official Air Force and Air National Guard interest.

UNPROFESSIONAL RELATIONSHIPS

“Unprofessional relationships” is a term used to describe personal interaction that results in or reasonably creates the appearance of favoritism, misuse of position or authority, or the abandonment of organizational goals for personal interests.  Depending on the circumstances, every member is susceptible to entering into relationships that will hurt morale and discipline or respect for authority.  Consequently, each member of the armed forces has an obligation to keep his/her own behavior within Air Force standards.  In addition, we all have an obligation to correct the improper behavior or call it to the attention of the proper authority.  Unprofessional relationships can exist between:  officer and officer; officer and enlisted; enlisted and enlisted; and military personnel and civilian employees or contractor personnel.  Dating and close friendships become matters of official concern when they adversely affect morale, discipline, unit cohesion, respect for authority, or mission accomplishment.  Such relationships may come under scrutiny even when members are not in the same unit or chain of command.  In addition, sharing living accommodations, vacations, transportation, and off-duty interests on a frequent or recurring basis can be, or be perceived to be, unprofessional.  The key is the frequency of the activity or the absence of official purpose.  Commanders should also be sensitive to the development of unprofessional relationships in other areas of interaction:  recruiting, training, professional military education, and professional care and counseling services.

FRATERNIZATION

The term “fraternization” is used in the Manual for Courts-Martial to describe a criminal offense.  Basically, “fraternization” is an unprofessional relationship between an officer and an enlisted member that violates the customary bounds of acceptable behavior in the Air Force.  It prejudices good order and discipline, discredits the armed services, or operates to the personal disgrace or dishonor of the officer involved.  Consequently, the term fraternization is normally used in the Air Force to describe an unprofessional relationship between an officer and an enlisted member and not unprofessional relationships between officers or between enlisted members.  Other services call all unprofessional relationships fraternization and use the terms interchangeably.  In many respects there is really no difference.  Unprofessional relationships between two enlisted members or between two officers can be detrimental to morale and discipline.  

Because officers serve in higher levels of leadership and exercise considerable authority over those members junior to them, it is recognized that the potential harm from their unprofessional conduct can have a significantly greater impact.  Officers will not do the following with enlisted members:  gamble; lend money to, borrow money from, or become indebted to; engage in sexual relations or date; share living accommodations (except when military operations require); or engage on a personal basis in business enterprises with, or solicit or make solicited sales.  

Officer/Enlisted marriages are not always the result of fraternization.  When fraternization does occur, the subsequent marriage does not preclude appropriate command actions.  Moreover, married members are expected to respect all customs and courtesies when on duty, in uniform and in public, or at official social functions.

COMMANDER’S ROLE

AFI 36-2909 provides that commanders and supervisors WILL use their authority to maintain good order and discipline within their units.  If professional good judgment and common sense indicate that a relationship is causing, or may reasonably result in, damage to morale, good order, discipline, unit cohesion or mission accomplishment, the supervisor MUST take corrective action.

Special considerations arise for traditional Guard members.  AFI 36-2909 provides that when members are not on active duty, full-time National Guard duty, or inactive duty training, commanders and supervisors should tailor application and enforcement of the regulation to the unique situations that arise from part-time service.

Commanders should ensure that the principles set forth in this instruction are briefed at least annually (para 9).

ACTIONS IN RESPONSE TO UNPROFESSIONAL RELATIONSHIPS

Actions should normally be the least severe necessary to terminate the unprofessional aspect of the relationship.  As such, the full panoply of administrative actions should be considered.  These include:  counseling, reprimand, removal from position, reassignment, demotion, delay of promotion, adverse comments in performance reports, and even separation.  More serious cases may warrant nonjudicial punishment and even trial by court-martial.  When appropriate, an order to cease the relationship should be given.  Instances of actual favoritism, partiality, or misuse of position may constitute independent violations of the UCMJ, state military justice codes, or the JER.

KWIK-NOTE:  In order to maintain good order and discipline, commanders must foster professional relationships and take affirmative action to quell those relationships that result in the appearance of favoritism or misuse of authority.
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