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T
he prompt for me to write this commentary 
comes in response to the latest direction 
received from the Chief of Defence Staff (CDS)
on physical fitness within the Canadian 
Forces (CF),1 and in response to a recent

Canadian Military Journal opinion piece by Lieutenant-
Colonel Goodspeed entitled It’s Time for a Fitness
Transformation.2 The former instruction provides 
a clear indication that the issue of Canadian Forces 
fitness standards has gained elevated importance and 
must be tackled from a Joint perspective, as it is 
considered “an essential and critical component of our 
operational readiness...” for all three services. The latter 
article also addresses the requirement for change, and,
specifically, a transformation in our approach to fitness
within the Canadian Forces. Goodspeed’s article points 
accurately to some of the key societal and legal influences
that impact upon our ability to achieve an appropriate 
fitness standard within the CF, and it discusses the 
importance of leadership in achieving this goal. It outlines
three broad elements in achieving this fitness transformation,
paraphrased as follows: all levels of the chain of command
need to make fitness a measured priority; the program 
must be supported by a truly effective communications 
plan; and the program will require true institutional 
change in order to be effective. It was quite refreshing 
and heartening to review these documents, but it made 
me wonder – have I not heard this before?

In my years within the army, fitness standards 
and fitness assessment have continually been ‘hot 
button’ topics, whether they were discussed within the 
various messes, or more formally in conferences 
and orders groups. I have witnessed a plethora of ideas and
concepts to address the issue of fitness standards, 
and I have read numerous published articles on the subject. 
I say address the issue, as invariably there has been a 
general recognition that the fitness standard within the
Canadian Army, as well as the Canadian Forces overall, is
not at an appropriate level and it has not been uniformly
addressed. Fitness standards appear to be subjectively
applied by commanders at all levels – more so than any other
policy within the Canadian Forces. Yet, there have always
been policies on fitness requirements for the army and for 
the CF as a whole. If we are going to make a true change, 
it must be more substantive than what has been done before.

I believe that many of the concepts espoused by
Lieutenant-Colonel Goodspeed are valid, but that a 
mechanism must exist that provides personal recognition 

and incentive for the individual time and effort invested 
to stay fit – one that also prevents a subjective application 
of policy. The policy must also be Canadian Forces 
wide, if a true joint, universal approach is to be achieved. 
To this end, and in response to the renewed emphasis 
on achieving a true fitness culture, and the concept of 
a required fitness transformation within the Canadian 
Forces, I offer The 0.5 Solution.

The 0.5 Solution

The general concept behind The 0.5 Solution is 
quite simple: The CF adopts a fitness assessment 

that can be scored, with the score then captured and 
used as one of the many assessment criteria for meriting 
and promotion processes. This would be different 
from the current policy of a simple pass/fail approach 
to fitness, which has only an indirect impact on a 
member’s career, and is often assessed subjectively 
by leadership, with variances based upon trade and 
environmental experiences.

I am proposing that a member’s fitness assessment 
be used in the meriting process and represent 5 percent 
of the overall score – or 0.5 of a full point at the merit 
boards – for both officers and non-commissioned 
members (NCMs). This would be similar to the score 
that is currently issued for second language proficiency 
at existing officer merit boards. Whether the score 
for fitness is considered separate from performance or 
potential scores, or as a sub-element to one of these 
broad categories is an academic point, so long as it 
is factored into the overall rating as a separate, measurable
score. Clearly, the opportunity exists to have partial 
scores anywhere from 0.0 to 0.5, which would 
provide an incentive mechanism for soldiers. Where 
the minimum standard in Canadian Forces fitness 
falls out or is established on this scale can be debated. 
One possible solution may see the minimum CF fitness 
score achieving 0.2, with scores of 0.3 to 0.5 providing 
additional incentive levels.

The impact of this simple change would be profound,
and it would elevate the importance of fitness within 
the Canadian Forces. It would also provide individual 
incentive and a tangible reward for personnel who 
make the extra effort to go beyond minimum fitness 
standards. Traceable or trackable fitness scores would 
also subject leadership to scrutiny with regard to enforcement
and promotion of fitness policies. I imagine a PDR 
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interview of the future would include statements 
such as: “You need to get the gym on a daily basis.” 
And not that an individual will need much prodding, 
as the masses will start demanding the time and support 
for fitness.

The Simple Concepts in Life are Sometimes 
Hard to Achieve

As with many things in life, the simplest concepts 
are often the hardest to bring to fruition. Adopting 

this form of testing and associated scoring system 
would require a rigorous and fair testing mechanism 
that can stand up to the scrutiny of a grievance or inquiry. 
It must be logical in design and beyond local manipulation,
as there would be potential for unfair career impacts. 
I am sure that there will be many concerns regarding 
this concept, and probably even more questions. “What test
would we use?” “A predictor test or skill specific test?”3

“What would the standard be based upon – universality 
of service?”4 “How frequently would the test be 
conducted?” “Would it be conducted annually, semi-
annually, prior to all leadership training, or a combination 
of the above?” “Who would administer the testing 
and what would be the required support mechanisms 
to administer the test?” “What is the leader’s role 
in the individual’s fitness training plan and how will 
leadership be assessed regarding subordinates’ success 
or failure in achieving Canadian Forces fitness 
objectives?” At this stage, I will provide some of my 
layman concepts in an attempt to answer to these basic 
questions.

The question of what type of testing is adopted 
is an important one, as it will impose an administrative 
burden to manage and meet a test that has career 
implications for 60,000+ service personnel. More 
importantly, the type of test must be fair in application, 
with limited subjectivity in order to avoid discrepancies. 
A predictor test (similar to the CF Express Test or 
the Coopers Test used for JTF-2 selection) would 
be the easiest to apply administratively as it relates 
general fitness capabilities to the more specific capabilities
of the work place. However, this type of testing 
has come under fire, as some have been found to have 
a gender bias, similar to the Fire Fighter fitness 
test formerly utilized by the Government of British
Columbia, and which the Supreme Court subsequently
rejected as a valid screening test.5 Clearly, the 
current Express Test cannot be used since it discriminates 
by age and by sex. Nor are the applied standards of 
the test related to any operationally defined and 
researched requirement of which I am aware. A predictor 
test could be used if sufficient research could be 
completed to identify certain threshold fitness 
requirements necessary for employment in the 
Canadian Forces, and thus, it would be armed with 
a bona fide fitness requirement for the Armed Forces.

The other approach is to adopt a skill specific 
test requirement related to the precise operational 
tasks required by members of the Canadian Forces. 
The current CF Fire Fighting Fitness Test and the Army
Fitness Test6 are legitimate, existing examples. Although 
considered very applicable tests, they tend to be ‘pass/fail’
tests that are also extremely burdensome administratively 
to complete for large groups. They have a slow 
throughput rate, and they also do not provide a good 
grading mechanism to measure levels of success. Thus, 
they would be harder to use to create an incentive scoring
mechanism. The requirements of the Army Fitness 
Test (a trench-digging task), would make this test 
exceedingly difficult to impose on CF locations not 
co-located with the field force. My overall recommendation
is a predictor-type test that has received the requisite 
level of testing and research as a requirement of 
the Canadian Forces.7 This may also necessitate ongoing
research, analysis, and critical review of the adopted 
standard.

The next key question relates to the standard upon 
which the testing would be based. It is clear from 
the CDS comments that a CF standard needs to be 
developed and utilized if members want to say they 
are truly operating as a Joint entity. This standard 
will also offset the current differences that exist between 
the individual Services, and will impact those trades 
that do most of the inter-service employment – the service
support trades. The term Universality of Service is 
often utilized as an explanation for the minimum 
standard tasks required by Canadian Forces personnel 
for employment in the service. Therefore, this seems 
like a logical place to start as a baseline to develop 
a minimum fitness standard. Of course, with the renewed
emphasis upon a Joint capability, the minimum 
standard tasks of Universality of Service may need 
to be reviewed and updated.8 Perhaps a potential 
starting point for this would be a comparison 
between the Canadian Forces and other truly Joint-
trained organizations – such as the United States 
Marine Corps.

Questions as to how often the testing should 
be conducted and who would administer the test 
are important, as they impact upon the administration 
of the test, its potential costs, and opportunities for 
re-testing if minimum standards are not achieved. 
As a minimum, testing should occur on an annual 
basis. Testing prior to leadership training, although 
useful to emphasize the importance of the Canadian 
Forces fitness program, is fraught with the potential 
for unintended consequences to a member’s career, 
as well as additional course administrative requirements.
Conducting the testing more that once per year, 
although great for individual testing opportunities 
and test practice, may be administratively impracticable,
depending on the type of test utilized. Who administers 
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the test is also important. I believe that the task should 
fall to the current Personnel Support Program (PSP) 
in order to ensure a common baseline is established 
across the Canadian Forces. Clearly, this may necessitate
some geographic specific staff increases to meet the 
potential testing demands.

Finally, with regard to the leader’s role in an 
individual’s fitness training plan, I do not believe that 
individual subordinate performance in this area can be 
or should be attributed to leadership, nor is the concept
designed for that. It should be an individual incentive 
program. I do believe that a tracking mechanism would 
provide a valuable instrument to gauge the success 
of unit or sub-unit fitness programs, and would flag 
areas of concern – such as when a significant drop 
in fitness occurs across a group of individuals. Although
there may be many factors that lead to a drop in 
performance across a population (such as an operational
deployment), fitness tracking would be a useful tool 
to assess leadership performance when looked upon 
from the perspective of an entire group or population.

Conclusion

Although there are numerous questions to be addressed
and research that would need to be completed prior to

instituting this type of testing program, it is not 
beyond the realm of the achievable. I believe that a 
properly constructed predictor test would best meet 
Canadian Forces requirements, but that it must be different
from the current CF Express Test that discriminates 
by sex and age. It should be completed annually and 

administered by PSP personnel in order to achieve 
a common standard across the Canadian Forces. The 
standard would be based upon the tasks established 
through the Universality of Service principle, although 
these basic tasks may need to be revisited, as the 
Canadian Forces move ever closer towards becoming a 
truly Joint force.

In conclusion, I support wholeheartedly the concept 
of a heightened importance to fitness and fitness 
testing within the army, and more importantly, the 
Canadian Forces as a whole. I believe that a measurable 
fitness test linked directly to the military meriting 
system and merit board process would provide a direct 
and tangible indication of the importance of the fitness 
standards to each individual within the Canadian Forces. 
Just as importantly, this measure could provide an 
incentive program that would reward individuals for 
their efforts to go beyond minimum standards. It would 
also provide a tracking tool for fitness standards across 
the Canadian Forces and it could serve as a measurement 
tool for leadership ability. Overall, I am proposing 
that a member’s fitness assessment be used in the 
meriting process, and it should represent 5 percent 
of the individual’s overall score on merit boards. This 
measure alone would significantly transform our thinking
towards fitness standards for years to come – and force 
a true fitness transformation.

Major Rob McIlroy, an infantry officer of the Royal Canadian 

Regiment, is currently Deputy Commanding Officer of the Area Support

Unit in Edmonton, Alberta.
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