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Letter from the Task Force Chair

April 13, 2009

I recently won an auction (benefitting the Partnership for Public Service) to spend an evening 

riding in a squad car around two of New York City’s most difficult precincts.  Part of the 

“deal” was exposure to the Police Department’s headquarters.

Let me tell you, I was impressed.  New York City these days is one of our safest cities, relatively 

free of street crime.  At the other end of the law enforcement spectrum, it is a leader in anti-

terrorism measures, respected nationally and internationally.  What really impressed me was the 

quality of the leadership.

There was the precinct leader in his late 30’s, in command of hundreds of uniformed police, 

obviously on the fast track for promotion.  His enthusiasm and pride in the job were contagious.  

Another precinct leader was a relative old timer, who was sensitively aware of every problem area 

and in close touch with the community leaders.

At the very top of the Department are professionals widely known and respected beyond New 

York.  Spending the evening with these leaders reinforced what I have known for many years: 

government work can be tough, but professionally satisfying and exciting as a career.  For 

those craving responsibility and a chance “to make a difference”, they should not pass by the 

opportunities in government.

Unfortunately, that has been too little recognized.  From the outside, we mainly see the stunning 

failures that often capture the news headlines.  Otherwise, our attention is consumed by the 

endless policy debates and political maneuverings.  Government service itself, crucial as it may 

be, simply does not get the respect and attention it deserves.

This Task Force, convened by Princeton University’s Woodrow Wilson School of Public and 

International Affairs, has carefully examined the demands placed on government in the 21st 

Century as well as shifting career patterns in the workforce.  We call for the combined efforts of 

government, schools of public policy, and public service organizations to create an environment 

where individual students, career placement experts, government managers, and government 

leaders can better assure more flexible, rewarding, and productive public service careers.  This in 

turn will help government attract and retain the talent it needs to perform well.
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As recent events have demonstrated, our collective future depends on all components of our 

society and all sectors of our economy functioning with greater effectiveness for the public good.  

Our new President brings the leadership and vision needed to confront our nation’s challenges 

head on and to restore confidence in our strength and future prosperity.  We must ensure that our 

federal government is up to the task of implementing the President’s policies and managing them 

to success.

The notion that government can and should settle for anything less than excellence is an insult 

to our citizens, our current public servants, and those we hope to attract to future service.  I 

encourage all of those concerned about public service to read this report and add their own 

energy and ideas. 

Paul A. Volcker
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The Changing naTure of 
governmenT ServiCe

a WoodroW WilSon SChool TaSk forCe

Foreword

The Task Force came together eighteen months ago to respond to a growing crisis in 

government service and to assess how both the nature and the needs of government have 

changed over the past several decades.  The scope and substance of this effort has taken the Task 

Force on a rapid but also extensive review of documentation regarding the performance of the 

government at the national level.  Fortunately, many top scholars and dedicated organizations 

have tackled parts of this subject and have produced excellent analyses and recommendations.  

These new and emerging efforts, along with important past studies should be read, or read anew, 

and assessed carefully by all who are concerned about the condition of public service and the clear 

need to improve government performance.

The Task Force has focused particularly on the federal government’s urgent need for top talent at 

every level and on the changing nature both of government service and of the motivations and 

expectations of potential public servants.  We started from the premise that although government 

service is by no means the only form of public service, it is the irreducible core of public service, 

in the sense that without a talented and competent government making policy and managing 

its implementation, private and non-profit efforts to tackle public problems are likely to be 

much less effective.  The enduring image that demonstrates this point most dramatically is 

that of water trucks hired by Walmart lined up awaiting official permission to cross the bridge 

into New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, alongside countless charities and non-governmental 

organizations, while the government could not even decide which officials should be in charge.

Given this premise, we set out to figure out how best to rebuild that core in an era when the 

dividing lines between all three sectors have become blurred; when the expectations of large 

swathes of the American workforce have changed significantly regarding their expected career 

patterns; and when the skills necessary to be successful and effective in government have changed.  

In particular, we sought to identify concrete measures that schools of public policy could take, 

either alone or together with government agencies, to ensure that government service attracts, 

hires, and retains our very best students.
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InTroduCTIon

The U.S. federal government is in crisis.  The crisis has many dimensions, but its root 

is a crisis of talent.  In the next five years, our federal government is expected to lose 

approximately one-third of its full-time workforce.1 A large proportion of these losses will 

come through retirement and are concentrated among government’s most experienced workers.  

Repeated government down-sizing and increased reliance on contractors have decimated 

“middle-management,” which means that it will be harder to fill vacancies at the top from 

within.  Moreover, the government hiring system is deeply flawed.  So at the very moment that 

the government must compete for well-educated workers to replenish its ranks at every level, it is 

hamstrung by a slow, rigid hiring process.

Americans’ negative perceptions of government compound the problem.  Over the past thirty-

plus years, a string of Presidential and Congressional candidates have thoroughly denigrated 

government in their bids for public office.  Presidents Carter and Clinton made reorganizing and 

reinventing government a significant part of their Presidential campaigns.  As Ronald Reagan 

most famously put it in his 1981 inaugural address, “In the current crisis, government is not the 

solution to our problem.  Government is the problem.”2 Government employees are thought 

to be paper-pushing bureaucrats whose only power is to say “no,” rather than fellow citizens 

empowered to solve real problems.  Now, in the wake of a string of highly publicized government 

failures—Hurricane Katrina, contaminated food supplies, the financial meltdown on Wall 

Street—Americans have not only lost confidence in the government’s basic ability to do its job, 

but have expressed outright anger at what they perceive to be utter dereliction of duty on the 

part of politicians and regulators.  Little wonder, therefore, that our government is struggling to 

attract and retain talent.

We are not the first to sound the alarm on these issues.  Nearly twenty years ago the National 

Commission on the Public Service, a group of knowledgeable and experienced individuals under 

the chairmanship of Paul Volcker, called attention to “the quiet crisis” in the American public 

service.3 Since then, a second Volcker Commission and a variety of organizations and individuals 

concerned about government performance and effectiveness have examined these issues.  The 

Partnership for Public Service, for example, has generated thought-provoking research on 

challenges facing the federal workforce and ideas to address them in an effort to revitalize our 

1 Partnership for Public Service, “Issue Brief: Brain Drain 2008” (Washington DC: May, 6, 2008).
2	 Ronald	Reagan,	President	of	the	United	States	of	America	(first	inaugural	address,	Washington	DC,	January	20,	1981).
3 National Commission on the Public Service (Volcker Commission). Leadership for America: Rebuilding the Public Service 

(Lexington:	Lexington	Books,	1989).
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federal government and transform the way government works.  Government agencies themselves 

have also offered some of the more outspoken and informed critiques of their own performance.

But now the dire predictions of 1989 are upon us.  We no longer have the luxury of pushing the 

problem down the road.  The new Presidential administration must fully engage in the war for 

talent, while simultaneously fighting two actual wars and addressing the most serious financial 

crisis to hit our country in sixty years. 

At the same time, we see extraordinary opportunities to chart a new course for government 

service.  The beginning of a new Presidential term provides a unique window of opportunity for 

addressing the problems of leadership, public perceptions, and internal management practices.  

The Obama administration has motivated unprecedented numbers to apply for public service 

positions—over 330,000 have submitted applications for politically-appointed positions through 

its application web site, www.change.gov. 4

Many young people today show a promising degree of civic engagement and a sincere desire to 

make a difference.  Government service offers an extraordinary opportunity to do just that.  As 

one respondent to a Council for Excellence in Government survey said, “If one has an orientation 

to public service, there’s nothing like working for the federal government. Particularly as a 

political appointee, a young person can exercise enormous responsibility, enjoy very meaningful 

work, and feel as if he or she is making a tremendous contribution to our country.”5  However, 

our government will need to do a much better job of selling itself and its mission if it is to tap 

into the energy, talent and enthusiasm of the next generation.  Recent college graduates have 

not necessarily counted government service in their definition of public service, but tomorrow’s 

graduates certainly could if government improves its recruiting and marketing efforts on 

campuses across the country.

The depth of the current financial crisis offers the President a mandate to act as well as a 

compelling basis for his renewed call to public service.  The significant turnover in the federal 

workforce provides a chance to re-evaluate the types of workers needed and the skills needed 

to succeed.  Shifting work patterns and expectations will fundamentally redefine the “30-year 

career,” providing opportunities to attract experienced hires at all levels.

4	 Mimi	Hall,	“330,000	Applicants	Vie	for	Administration	Jobs,”	USA	Today,	December	21,	2008.		A	softening	job	market	
is also clearly a factor helping government attract applicants that previously would have looked only to the private sector.  
USAJOBS.gov	received	13.6	million	visits	in	October	2008,	twice	as	many	as	the	previous	year.		See	Stephen	Losey,	“HR	
Staffs	Deluged	by	Millions	More	Applicants”	FederalTimes.com,	December	21,	2008.

5	 The	Council	for	Excellence	in	Government,	“Attracting	and	Keeping	the	Best	and	Brightest:	An	Online	Survey	of	Council	
Principals”	(July	2002).
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After new policies are designed and enacted into law, however, the job of implementation will 

not fall to government officials alone, at the federal, state, or local level.  Solving problems as vast 

as rebuilding the nation’s infrastructure, overhauling health care and education, and adopting 

renewable forms of energy will require the coordinated action of the public, private, and non-

profit sectors.  Government officials will have to orchestrate and manage networks of all these 

actors, but must also learn how to empower all members of the network to contribute ideas and 

expertise and to experiment in ways that can make the whole greater than the sum of the parts.  

Realizing this vision offers great opportunities for attracting talent into government, but also to 

mobilize partners outside of government.

This report examines these issues with particular emphasis on how government can attract and 

retain talented citizens with a drive to make a difference.  We start by highlighting the unfolding 

crisis in government service. We then turn our focus to the changing nature of government 

service and a more detailed look at government employees—what motivates them to serve in 

government, what they expect of government, and what skills and competencies they need 

to succeed in government.  The final section offers recommendations in three areas: 1) what 

government can do to communicate the central importance of government service as the core of 

a more broadly defined understanding of public service; 2) ways to break down the fixed image 

of a 30-year government career by creating multiple paths of entry into government service at 

different times of life; and 3) measures to ensure that government not only gets the best talent 

available on the inside but also leverages that talent to bring together and manage coalitions and 

networks of private and non-profit actors and state, local, national, foreign and international 

actors.

“Commission members saw three main levels of threat to the health of the public 
service:  public attitudes, political leadership and internal management systems.  These 
threats were seen as eroding the ability of the government to function effectively at the 
same time that demands on government were growing.”

Source: Volcker Commission. 1989: xviii
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The CrIsIs In governmenT servICe

The U.S. federal government faces a personnel crisis, which the Partnership for Public Service 

aptly terms the “federal brain drain.”6   Simply put, an organization is only as good as its 

people, and our nation’s largest employer has outsourced its brains and is on the verge of an even 

greater talent exodus.

Not surprisingly, the trends driving an aging of the overall U.S. labor force are affecting the 

federal work force as well.  The basic demographics reveal an aging federal work force that 

includes a sizeable number of retirement eligible staff.  Experts generally agree that approximately 

half a million employees, or one-third of full-time federal employees, will leave government in 

the next five years.  With over 40 percent of the federal workforce over the age of 50, a sizeable 

percentage of these losses will come through retirement and they represent the government’s most 

experienced workers, including many from the leadership ranks. 7

In a 2007-8 survey of federal administrators and program managers conducted in cooperation 

with the Task Force, about half of Senior Executive Service (SES) respondents were eligible to 

retire and close to a third declared their intention to retire by November 2008.8   This amounts 

to the departure of between 1,000 and 1,500 top SES managers in government—bureau chiefs, 

career deputies, office directors, and program managers.

We note that the precise rate of retirement among federal employees is proving difficult to 

project.  Despite an aging workforce, the number of federal employees retiring in 2006 and 

2007 was lower than expected, and in 2008 the Office of Personnel Management revised its 

future projections of retirements downward for the first time in five years.  Indeed, final data on 

personnel actions in the executive branch for fiscal 2008 indicate that the number of voluntary 

retirements actually dropped below the level recorded in 2007. (See table on page 11.)   

6 Partnership for Public Service, “Issue Brief: Brain Drain 2008” (Washington DC: May, 6, 2008).
7	 According	to	the	Office	of	Personnel	Management	FedSCOPE	employment	cubes,	in	2008	42%	of	the	federal	workforce	

was	age	50	and	over,	in	1998	the	percentage	of	federal	workers	age	50	and	over	was	33%.
8 See Appendix A for details on the Survey on the Future of Government Service.

“From the mid-1980’s and accelerating through the 1990s, the federal government 
brought relatively few new people into the civil service.  At the same time, those who 
remained in place continued to receive promotions and steadily move up the ladder.  
This created a distortion of heaviness in senior leadership and emptiness in the entry 
and junior levels—a departure from its past structure of success.”  

Source: LMI Government Consulting 2004 Annual Report, “The Changing Role of Government”
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We would also note that the absolute number of federal government employees will likely 

go down.  In 2008, the Bureau of Labor Statistics issued projections indicating that overall 

employment in the federal government will decline by 4.6 percent over the 2006 through 2016 

period.9  Nevertheless, our federal government must fill a sizeable number of important job 

opportunities on a regular basis, with even more opportunities that will emerge as the retirement 

wave grows in the future as economic conditions improve.

Moreover, the crisis is not distributed equally.  The needs in some sectors and functions 

are much greater than others.  In a study on Where the Jobs Are, the Partnership for Public 

Service found that most new hires10 in the federal government will come in five major areas: 

security, enforcement and compliance, which includes inspectors, investigators, police officers, 

airport screeners, and prison guards; medical and public health fields; engineering and the 

sciences, including microbiologists, botanists, physicists, chemists, and veterinarians; program 

management and administration; and accounting, budget, and business, which includes revenue 

agents and tax examiners needed mainly by the Internal Revenue Service.  [See box on page 12.]

9	 Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics,	Career Guide to Industries (CGI) 2008-2009 (December 2007).
10	 “New	hires”	includes	both	newly	created	positions	and	jobs	to	be	filled	after	an	existing	employee	has	left.		The	large	major-

ity of cases will involve the replacement of existing workers.

Trend In voLunTarY FederaL reTIremenTs 2003-2008

Fiscal Year End of        
Fiscal Year 
Employment

Total          
Separations

Total          
Separations 
as a % of 

End of Year 
Employment

Voluntary 
Retirements

Voluntary 
Retirements as 
a % of Total 
Employment

Voluntary 
Retirements as 
a % of Total 
Separations

2003 1,848,378 216,336 11.7% 37,796 2.1% 17.5%
2004 1,856,441 219,891 11.8% 42,311 2.3% 19.2%
2005 1,860,949 232,426 12.5% 47,057 2.5% 20.2%
2006 1,852,825 225,872 12.2% 47,142 2.5% 20.9%
2007 1,862,404 221,387 11.9% 50,963 2.7% 23.0%
2008 1,938,821 219,311 11.3% 48,989 2.5% 22.3%

noTe:  executive branch data exclude certain security agencies, as well as a small number of other agencies including the Postal service, the Federal 
reserve, the white house, and the office of the vice President. Legislative branch coverage limited to gPo, the u.s. Tax Court, and selected commissions.  
Judicial branch is excluded.

Source: U.S. Office of Personnel Management (OPM) Central Personnel Data File
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Partnership for Public Service Report: Where the Jobs Are

In 2007 the Partnership for Public Service issued a report that carefully assessed hiring plans from 
selected federal agencies and provided estimates of future hiring plans along with other extremely 
valuable information on locating and obtaining a federal position.  This study covered employment 
opportunities in some of the government’s largest federal agencies and identified intentions to hire nearly 
193,000 new workers for “mission critical” jobs by September 2009.  Noting that other jobs, including 
clerical and support jobs, would also be filled during this time, the report finds that almost 80 percent of 
these projected new mission-critical hires will be in five professional fields:

•	 Security,	Protection,	Compliance	and	Enforcement	(62,863	new	hires)

•	 Medical	and	Public	Health	(35,350	new	hires)

•	 Accounting,	Budget	and	Business	(21,248	new	hires)

•	 Engineering	and	Sciences	(17,477	new	hires)

•	 Program	Management/Analysis	and	Administration	(14,305	new	hires)

To further assist and inform job seekers, the report also assessed trends in federal hiring by comparing the 
new information in the 2007 study to the Partnership’s 2005 Where the Jobs Are report.  This analysis 
reveals:

•		 The	2007	projections	include	large	increases	in	compliance	and	enforcement	hires	(27,243,	
up	from	6,760	in	2005).		The	increase	is	linked	primarily	to	expanded	customs,	border	
security	and	immigration	activities	by	the	Department	of	Homeland	Security.

•		 Agencies	reported	dramatically	increased	demand	for	information	technology	(IT)	specialists.	
In 2007, two out of every three agencies listed IT as a mission critical occupation and these 
agencies plan to hire 11,562 IT professionals through 2009.

•		 Demand	for	health	care	workers	is	up.	Agencies	project	more	than	35,000	hires	in	health	
care fields through 2009, compared to 25,756 in the 2005 survey.

•		 The	number	of	“accounting,	budget	and	business”	jobs	is	expected	to	increase	significantly.	
This is likely due, at least in part, to increased demand for contracting specialists.

•		 Other	specific	jobs	with	high	demand	through	2009	include	air	traffic	controllers,	engineers,	
Foreign	Service	Officers,	and	patent	examiners.

•		 The	federal	demand	for	secretaries,	administrative	assistants	and	clerks	continues	to	decline.

Finally, in addition to sorting projected hires by occupation field, the report presents agency-by-agency 
hiring projections to assist job seekers in their job search activities.

Source: Partnership for Public Service, Where the Jobs Are: Mission Critical Opportunities for America (2nd edition). (Washington DC: 2007)
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To get a more precise picture of the size and shape of federal government hiring activity and 

the types of jobs available, the Task Force worked with staff from the Office of Personnel 

Management (OPM) to produce a current snapshot.11  All told, the federal government filled just 

over 240,000 jobs in Fiscal Year 2007 (October 2006 through September 2007).  At first glance, 

much of this hiring would seem beyond the focus of a graduate level education at the Woodrow 

Wilson School and other public policy schools:

•	 Almost 32,000 blue collar jobs;

•	 Large numbers of the 209,353 white collar jobs were in areas not requiring a 

college degree.  For example, about 25 percent of all federal hires for white collar 

workers were in the broad category of General Administration, Clerical and 

Office Services.

•	 Other large white collar employment categories included: over 21,000 

investigators, including customs and food inspectors; more than 10,600 

miscellaneous safety and security staff; and large numbers of air traffic controllers, 

forestry technicians, and tax examiners.

•	 There were very sizeable numbers of white collar workers in areas where a college 

degree or other training is very important, but this training is not necessarily 

the main focus of public policy schools.  For example, more than 15 percent of 

all Fiscal 2007 hires were in the Medical, Hospital, Dental and Public Health 

category.  Other large categories of specialized hiring included Engineering and 

Architecture (over 8,200 new hires); Education (about 6,500 new hires); and 

General Attorneys (about 2,300 new hires).

However, sizeable openings still exist in fields more closely aligned with government policy 

making and the professional positions for which public policy schools can prepare students.  

During Fiscal Year 2007, almost 3,000 individuals were hired in the category of Management 

and Program Analysis, and more than 1,000 people filled jobs classified as intelligence positions.  

Hundreds of other positions were filled in categories such as: Administrative Officer; Budget 

or Financial Analysts; Foreign Affairs and/or International Relations specialists; Economists; 

Mathematicians; Statisticians; and other specialized categories.

Breaking down federal employment opportunities this way is revealing.  Many of the schools 

preparing future government officials are not actually aiming at the openings available.  

11	 Data	were	compiled	from	the	Office	of	Personnel	Management’s	Central	Personnel	Data	File.
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Conversely, public policy schools are educating students—between 10,000 and 11,000 

graduating each year from masters, doctoral and executive education programs from the National 

Association of Schools of Public Affairs and Administration’s (NASPAA) members12—for a 

relatively small slice of government service, although they could expand this slice by developing 

one year degrees for scientists, doctors, public health experts, and other degree holders in areas 

of particular need for the government.13  Yet even within this slice, the task of recruiting, hiring 

and retaining top students in the jobs where they are most needed is exacerbated by a number of 

other factors.

Four Trends Compounding the Crisis

As Paul Light notes, the “quiet crisis” referred to in the 1989 Volcker Commission has become 

“deafening.”14  However, the retirement wave is only one dimension of the personnel crisis.  Four 

additional trends have emerged that compound and magnify the problem:

•	 A growing list of major failures in government programs at the federal or national level;

•	 Loss of confidence in government institutions and leaders;

•	 A broken government hiring and personnel system;

•	 Increased reliance on government contracting.

When these trends are factored in, we begin to see an organization that is insulated, isolated and 

misshapen.  

Major Failures, Mounting Demands

U.S. Presidential elections always present an important juncture for our nation and its citizens.  

The 2008 elections came after an alarming string of outright government failures and in the face 

of a mounting list of critical challenges.

Government performance has been lagging for some time.  Burgeoning problems include matters 

of life and death: health, safety, national security, personal security, and financial well being.  

12 NASPAA had 264 institutional members as of spring 2008.  Additional information available at http://www.naspaa.org/
principals/almanac/almanac.asp.

13	 The	Woodrow	Wilson	School	has	launched	a	new	one-year	degree	specifically	aimed	at	doctors,	engineers,	and	lawyers	who	
want to move from the private sector into government, but the numbers are tiny in comparison to the capacity of medical, 
architecture,	engineering,	and	law	schools.		In	addition,	the	School	offers	a	JD-MPA	joint	degree	option.

14 Paul C. Light, A Government Ill Executed: The Decline of the Federal Service and How to Reverse It. (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2008), 17.
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Recent failures include the response to Hurricane Katrina, inadequate armor for our troops 

overseas, serious financial and performance issues with both defense and non-defense contractors, 

collapsing bridges and generally deteriorating infrastructure, as well as unsafe meat, vegetables, 

fruit, cribs, toys, drugs and other products.  Individually, these are each very serious, demoralizing 

issues.  Taken collectively, they represent an unprecedented level of poor performance.

Now, with the collapse of the housing market and the ensuing credit crunch and shake-out on 

Wall Street, the United States is in the midst of the most severe financial crisis since the 1930’s.

The economic impact is not yet clear, but the emotional impact is undeniable.  Americans are 

angered by the actions of segments of the financial sector that behaved in an irresponsible and 

greedy manner.  For many families, the long-standing American dream of home ownership has 

come under assault as their housing assets have declined in value and their retirement savings 

have evaporated with the dramatic drop in the stock market.  Adding to the nation’s economic 

woes, unemployment hit 8.1 percent in February 2009.  All told, the economy has lost more 

than 4.4 million jobs since the recession began in December 2007, with more than half of this 

job loss (2.6 million jobs) occurring in the four-month period from November 2008 through 

February 2009. 15

At the same time, we must confront a pressing list of challenges at home from combating climate 

change and promoting energy independence, to reforming the health care system and reigning 

in the accelerating growth in health care costs, to making much-needed investments in our 

infrastructure and educational systems.  Our nation’s long-term strength hinges on our ability to 

address these and other challenges while simultaneously getting our fiscal house in order.

Most government agencies, especially non-defense, non-security agencies in the executive branch, 

have been dealing with serious ongoing budget constraints since at least the time of zero-base 

budgeting in the latter half of the 1970’s.  Thirty years of budget constraints have taken a 

tremendous toll on agency management resources in all administrative areas (human resources, 

accounting, contracting, budget and finance) as agencies have attempted to reduce indirect 

program support in favor of program funding.  In addition, agencies have also had to adhere to 

Congressional actions (such as the Gramm-Rudman-Hollings reductions of the 1980’s) and the 

assorted management improvement efforts of various administrations, such as the contracting 

initiatives of the Clinton and Bush administrations.

When coupled with the anti-government rhetoric that often accompanies national, state, and 

local political campaigns, the management and leadership challenges facing managers at many 

15	 Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics	Employment	Situation,	March	6,	2009.
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agencies can be daunting.  As one Council of Excellence in Government principal executive 

pointed out in response to questions regarding the attractiveness of government employment, it 

has been many years since John Kennedy spoke eloquently in support of public service.16  It is 

very rare for the top executive of a business enterprise to assail the company mission or its work 

force.  Sadly, it is not so rare in Washington, even when the mission is serving the people of the 

United States.  Yet a demoralized, criticized, and constrained workforce is not likely to attract the 

most determined and talented young jobseekers.

Confidence in Government at Record Lows

The demands on our government are great, but the public’s confidence in government’s ability to 

do its job is dwindling.  In 2008, the highly respected annual Gallup poll assessing public trust 

in government revealed that most Americans have lost faith in the federal government’s ability to 

address either domestic or international problems.  The percentage of Americans satisfied with 

the way the nation is being governed has continued to decline, and at 26 percent, the percentage 

hit the lowest level in the eight-year history of the annual governance poll, tying a 1973 Gallup 

poll for the lowest reading ever.17  The percentage of Americans who have confidence in the 

executive branch has sunk to levels similar to those recorded during the Watergate period.  

Measures of Congressional approval have also recorded all-time lows, and public approval of 

President George W. Bush near the end of his term was at a shockingly low level.18   This lack 

of confidence is contagious.  If we don’t believe that the government can effectively tackle the 

problems facing the nation, why would anyone want to join its ranks?

Deeply Flawed Hiring System

Highly publicized government failures and declining levels of public confidence are exacerbating 

the problems of a federal government personnel system that already struggles to recruit and 

retain talent in a timely and effective manner.  An effective hiring process is important not only 

from the applicant’s perspective, but also in terms of government’s ability to choose the right 

talent.  It has been some time since hiring was an important government-wide management 

priority.  Recent initiatives offer possible improvements, and government should heed calls for 

16	 The	Council	for	Excellence	in	Government,	“Attracting	and	Keeping	the	Best	and	Brightest:	An	Online	Survey	of	Council	
Principals”	(July	2002).

17	 Gallup	Annual	Governance	Poll,	“Trust	in	Government	Remains	Low,”	Gallup News, September 18, 2008.
18	 See	July	10-13,	2008	Gallup	Poll,	“Congressional	Approval	Hits	Record-Low	14%,”	Gallup News,	July	16,	2008;		

Gallup	Annual	Governance	Poll,	“Trust	in	Government	Remains	Low,”	Gallup News,	September	18,	2008;	and																														
“Bush	Approval	Rating	Doldrums	Continue”,	October	20,	2008,	Gallup	Poll	press	release,	measuring	an	approval	rating	
of	29.4	%	for	the	quarter	July	20-October	19,	a	slight	improvement	over	the	29	%	approval	rating	of	the	prior	quarter.	Ac-
cording	to	the	Gallup	statement,	the	29.4	%	quarterly	average	“…is	among	the	worst	Gallup	has	measured	for	any	president	
since	1945”.
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Staffing Success at the GAO

In	2007	the	Government	Accountability	Office	(GAO)	was	recognized	as	one	of	the	top	two	places	to	
work	in	the	federal	government.		At	the	core	of	this	achievement	is	an	institutional	culture	that	emphasizes	
the basic link between high quality human resource management and mission success.  Starting at the 
very	top	of	the	agency,	agency	leadership	and	management	at	all	levels	recognizes	that	“…	the	GAO	is	
only as good as the knowledge skills and abilities of its workforce.”  Given the inseparability of mission 
success and the need to attract and retain a diverse, talented, dedicated work force, human resource 
management is a shared responsibility of managers, supervisors, and human resource professionals.  
Employees also have a voice in both operations and management.  This concept of shared responsibility 
has produced a progressive work environment that includes:

•	 Established	core	competencies	and	career	tracks	for	key	occupations:

 —Analysts

—Financial Auditors

—Information Technology Specialists

—Economists

—Attorneys

—Public	Policy,	Public	Management,	Communications	Analysts

•	 Additional	career	paths	for	key	administrative,	professional,	and	support	positions:

—Contracting

—Budget

—Financial	Management

—Human	Capital

—Information Technology

•	 Organized	recruitment	effort	targeted	at	schools	graduating	students	with	degrees	in	sought	
after specialties and areas of study.

•	 Selection	of	key	schools	and	universities	producing	targeted	occupations	and	assignment	of	
a	senior	GAO	manager	as	a	Campus	Director	to	develop	ongoing	contact	and	relationships	
with administrators, faculty, and students.

•	 Scheduling	of	ongoing	campus	contacts	and	visits.

•	 Internships	and	ongoing	career	development	are	important	to	both	recruitment	and	retention.

•	 Emphasis	on	employee	involvement	from	Day	One	as	new	recruits	are	given	significant	
responsibilities	(analysis,	report	writing,	testimony).

These	components,	coupled	with	a	heavy	emphasis	on	the	GAO’s	non-partisan	mission	of	public	service,	
have become strong attractions to prospective employees.

Source: GAO Presentation to the Task Force by Susan Fleming, Director of the Physical Infrastructure Team at the GAO, June 5, 2008.
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increased emphasis on metrics that can be used to hold managers accountable for ensuring they 

hire the right people.  In particular, managers will need to address short-comings with regard to 

recruiting, the application process, and insufficient entry points for today’s workforce.

Difficulty Recruiting Qualified Job Applicants

Government agencies are not fully engaged in the war for talent.  For example, the private and 

non-profit sectors come to campuses to meet and interview students and directly make their 

marketing pitch.  Students have the chance to interact first-hand with potential future employers, 

while enjoying the competition among employers for their talents.

Our government agencies are not, for the most part, out on campuses recruiting.  Funding for 

any form of outreach or recruitment is extremely limited, and while some noted pockets of 

excellence exist, such as the GAO’s program [see box on page 17], persistent budgetary pressures 

to reduce overhead over the years have eroded the government’s marketing and recruiting 

capabilities.  Instead agencies typically communicate through college placement officials and 

offices, professional associations, newspapers and, increasingly, the Internet.

With such limited person-to-person contact, this process completely undersells the real 

opportunities to make a difference in government.  Moreover, the subject matter experts and 

talented senior staff who would be the most effective personal ambassadors to promote the 

importance of an agency’s mission and day-to-day work are rarely involved in the hiring process.  

The results of this critical shortcoming are telling.  In a two-year study of students on six college 

campuses, the Partnership for Public Service found that only 13 percent of those surveyed felt 

extremely or very knowledgeable of the opportunities to be had in federal government. 19

Slow, Complex Application Process

Government personnel responsibilities are decentralized, which means that each federal agency 

has been free to develop unique hiring processes.  Multiple application points and procedures 

make it difficult for applicants to navigate the system.  The online application system, USAJOBS, 

has not fixed the problem.  A very small percentage of “all source” jobs are actually posted.  

Good people get filtered out in the automated screening process and applicants routinely report 

confusion and frustration with the process, as well as uncertainty with regard to where they are 

in the pipeline and how soon they might learn the outcome.  The system is also often extremely 

slow to respond to inquiries and questions.  From start to finish, it can take as much as one year 

to get a new hire into a job.

19 Partnership for Public Service, “Back to School: Rethinking Federal Recruiting on College Campuses” (Washington DC: 
May 14, 2006).
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End-to-End Hiring Initiative

The	Office	of	Personnel	Management	recently	announced	the	creation	of	the	End-to-End	(E2E)	hiring	
initiative.  This effort seeks to improve the federal government’s ability to attract and retain new staff 
members, by redesigning the federal hiring system into an “end-to-end” process that is more applicant-
friendly and less time consuming. 

The five key components of the End-to-End Initiative are:

1. Workforce Planning.	Management	officials,	supervisors,	and	human	resource	specialists	are	required	
to identify staffing needs in terms of:

•	 Numbers	and	skills;

•	 Proficiency	and	experience	levels;	and	

•	 Geographic	location,	timing,	and	other	requirements.

2. Recruitment.	Beyond	the	single	step	of	posting	a	job	opening;	recruitment	involves	a	team	approach	by	
managers and human resource specialists to:

•	 Identify	and	target	likely	sources	of	desirable	candidates;

•	 Identify	optimal	venues	and	approaches	for	meeting	these	candidates;	and	

•	 Develop	plans	and	take	proactive	steps	to	develop	a	pool	of	potential	applicants.

3. Hiring	Process. In a collaborative effort, management and human resource professionals launch a joint 
effort to:

•	 Market	the	agency	and	its	needs	to	the	selected	candidates;

•	 Contact,	meet,	and		evaluate	the	candidates	while	also	following	merit	staffing	principles	and	
meeting	veterans’	preference	and	diversity	goals;

•	 Follow-up	with	candidates	and	ensure	quality	communications	in	terms	of	both	agency	and	
candidate needs and expectations.

4. Security and Suitability. The federal government’s recruitment and hiring team is responsible for:

•	 Assessing	the	suitability	of	job	applicants	and	employees	in	order	to	protect	the	integrity	and	
promote	the	efficiency	of	the	federal	service;	and

•	 Conducting	the	security	clearance	process,	including	investigating	and	adjudicating	the	
background of applicants and employees to determine their eligibility for access to classified 
information, as appropriate.

5. Orientation.	Once	on	board,	this	step	emphasizes	the	agency’s	responsibility	to	acclimate	new	
employees	into	the	organization.		This	effort	emphasizes	the	importance	of	positive	first	impressions,	and	
the need to further acquaint new staff members with:

•	 The	overall	federal	civil	service;

•	 The	agency	mission	and	importance	of	the	employee’s	role	in	achieving	that	mission;	and	

•	 The	employees’	specific	job	duties	and	responsibilities

Source: www.opm.gov/publications/EndToEndHiringInitiative.pdf 
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The overall hiring process must be integrated and streamlined.  Recent initiatives by the Office of 

Personnel Management (OPM), such as the End-to-End Hiring Initiative (see box on page 19) 

are steps in the right direction.  The Partnership for Public Service has done considerable work 

with individual agencies and with OPM to improve human resource management in the federal 

sector and conduct “personnel makeovers.”  Each makeover (such as those done at the Social 

Security Administration, the National Nuclear Security Administration, the Centers for Medicare 

and Medicaid Services in the Department of Health and Human Services, and the Department 

of Education) begins with an “end-to-end” examination of the hiring and recruitment process.  

These examinations have typically revealed redundant processes and identified opportunities 

to streamline the agency hiring process.  Moreover, they have identified possibilities for 

collaboration between program and administrative staff, which has produced the most successful 

staff recruitment and training initiatives. 20

We emphasize that agencies must still adhere to merit staffing principles of fairness and equity, 

seek diversity in staffing wherever possible, and actively seek to protect the rights of the disabled 

and America’s veterans.  These additional goals add to the demands of filing an application, 

and can also add to the time needed for application review.  Agencies should make these 

requirements, and the implications of these requirements, known.  In terms of diversity and 

special staffing needs, some of the extra effort and time is helping to meet an important need.

Insufficient Entry Points

Government hiring has traditionally offered a limited number of entry points—at the bottom 

and the top—with very little lateral hiring in the middle.  This practice presents a particular 

challenge in light of the growing need to replenish the ranks at every level.

One factor is the way experience is weighted in the traditional competitive hiring process—with 

a bias in favor of government experience at the previous level rather than comparable experience 

outside of government.  

Of particular concern to the Task Force are the changes to the Presidential Management Fellows 

(PMF) program, which has traditionally served as one of the primary avenues into government 

for students completing masters’ degrees from public policy programs.  [See box on page 21]. 

While the PMF program remains the easiest and fastest way into the federal government for 

those selected as finalists, the selection process itself has become a one-size-fits-all approach that 

is not sufficiently nuanced to evaluate applicants’ policy skills nor necessarily align them with 

20 Full descriptions of the Partnership for Public Service agency “makeovers” are available at the Partnership website, www.
ourpublicservice.org, as are other reports on improving Human Resource Management activities.
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the diverse needs of the federal government.  The National Association of Schools of Public 

Affairs and Administration (NASPAA) explored these issues during a July 2008 conference 

on “Reimagining the PMF,” but the group has not issued formal recommendations.21  The 

Task Force believes that proposals to reconstitute the PMF into separate programs or tracks for 

policymaking, administrative services, and professional skills warrant further investigation.

Increasing Reliance on Contractors

Over the past decade, more and more people have left government service at a time when it has 

been harder and harder to compete with the private and nonprofit sectors to attract talented 

individuals.  The government response has been to turn precisely to those sectors for backup.  

Government outsourcing is not merely a stopgap measure, though—it is increasingly the 

mechanism for getting the day-to-day work done.  Some agencies have more contractors than 

employees.  Unfortunately, the more these agencies contract out, the less exciting and satisfying 

the work is for government employees. 

21	 A	summary	can	be	found	at	http://www.naspaa.org/initiatives/Published%20Conference%20Summary.pdf

Presidential Management Fellows Program

The	Presidential	Management	Internship	(PMI)	program	was	created	by	President	Jimmy	Carter	in	1977	“to	attract	to	
Federal service men and women of exceptional management potential who have received special training in planning 
and managing public programs and policies.”  As originally structured, this program targeted graduates for public 
policy	and	public	administration	programs.		Over	the	years,	the	program	has	been	expanded	to	include	students	from	
all academic disciplines and enable participation by all Federal agencies.

The	program,	renamed	the	Presidential	Management	Fellows	(PMF)	program	in	2003,	now	encourages	applications	
from	students	working	on	their	graduate	degrees	in:	Accounting,	Finance,	Business	Administration,	Economics,	Human	
Resources,	Engineering,	Statistics,	Environmental	Sciences,	Health/Medical	Sciences,	Information	Technology,	Public	
Policy, Public Administration, International Affairs, and Law.

Candidates must be nominated by their school, submit an on-line application that resembles a resume, and take a 
multiple choice assessment test.  In 2008, when asked to rate the assessment process in its overall ability to evaluate 
the students’ suitability as a candidate for a federal management or analyst position, 75.1 percent of NASPAA and 
APSIA school students surveyed gave it a “negative” or “very negative” rating.

Sources: Presidential Management Fellows web site, www.pmf.opm.gov, and “2008 Survey of the Presidential Management Fellowship Candidates from APSIA and NASPAA 
Schools: Summary of Survey Results,” June 2008.
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From 1998 to 2008, the amount of funding devoted to federal contracts increased dramatically, 

from $197.3 billion to $517.9 billion in 2008.22  A number of factors have led to this growth.  

These include bipartisan faith in the relative efficiency of the private sector, opportunities 

presented by globalization, and the unprecedented use of contractors in both Iraq and 

Afghanistan.  In addition, political pressures to downsize government have kept civil service 

staffing levels relatively flat, as the demands on government have grown.  As resources for 

planning, evaluation, budgeting, personnel, finance, accounting and other important overhead 

functions have declined, the share of resources devoted to the external procurement of such 

expertise has grown.  Hollowed out government, then, only further increases the demand for 

outsourcing. 23

In considering the increasing reliance on outsourcing, we focused on the implications for our 

government workforce.  The problem, as one Task Force member put it, is that, “government 

has contracted out its brains.”  It cannot do its own work anymore and agencies are increasingly 

looking to the outside for necessary expertise instead of nurturing talent within the civil service 

ranks.  While contracting typically addresses short-term staffing needs, over time it results in 

a further hollowing out of government in the middle management layer and pervasive morale 

problems within government.24  In June 2008, the Senate Appropriations Committee expressed 

concern that the Department of Homeland Security’s reliance on contractors has “created a void 

of in-house programmatic experts and institutional knowledge that is critical to meet current and 

future challenges.”25  In effect, our government will need to refill ranks at multiple levels, which 

will require even greater flexibility in the hiring system and culture.

Another problem is that the number, size and complexity of government contracts have gotten 

to the point that agencies now have contractors managing contractors.  The resulting potential 

for negligence in oversight is real and growing.26  The assorted contracting failures plaguing 

government agencies reflect the general decline in management staff, the lack of experienced 

contracting and auditing staff, and the rapid growth in outsourcing itself.  It is time to re-evaluate 

management requirements and controls to ensure transparency, accountability and effectiveness 

of these contracts.

22	 http://www.usaspending.gov	and	http://www.fpdsng.com/downloads/FPR_Reports/FPR81_99/FEDPROCREPORT_
FY1998.pdf.

23 See Allison Stanger, One Nation Under Contract:The Outsourcing of American Power and the Future of Foreign Policy 
(Yale,	2009),	chapters	1-3.

24 See for example American Academy of Diplomacy, “A Foreign Affairs Budget for the Future: Fixing the Crisis in Diplo-
matic	Readiness,”	October	2008.		The	report	states	that	at	USAID	“Implementation	of	programs	has	shifted	from	Agency	
employees to contractors and grantees and USAID lacks the technical management capacity to provide effective oversight 
and management.”

25	 United	States	Senate	Report	110-396—Department	of	Homeland	Security	Appropriations	Bill,	2009.
26 See Stanger.
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On the one hand, federal employees need to improve their ability to manage contractors; on 

the other hand, the government may need to bring a certain number of contracted jobs back 

in house.  Close to one half of federal executives surveyed by the Task Force reported that their 

jobs “deal directly with procurement and the content of contracts.”  Worryingly, however, when 

asked about the competence of different types of workers in their agencies (i.e., appointees, 

senior careerists, low- to mid-level careerists, Presidential Management Fellows, and contractors) 

appointed and career federal executives rated contract employees among the least competent.  

This suggests that contract employees now filling jobs once held by career civil servants are not 

as well equipped for the work as their careerist predecessors and counterparts.  Some competence 

and expertise in government agencies is site-specific and not easily provided by the market.

More generally, however, the steadily increasing reliance on contractors has changed the nature 

of government work, rendering it less interesting and less satisfying.  While once government 

officials actually provided direct services to people across the United States and throughout 

the world, from housing benefits to health clinics, today many of those same officials manage 

contractors, from either the private or the non-profit sector, who do the actual work that once 

attracted many people to government in the first place.  Given the choice between drafting 

and monitoring a contract to build bridges, vaccinate poor children, or train judges and police 

officials in a country recently traumatized by conflict and actually doing any of those things, the 

most dynamic and adventurous jobseekers will not choose government.

“The	overall	downsizing	of	the	federal	government	in	the	1990s	was	accompanied	by	
a drop from 67,000 contracting workers [acquisition professionals] in 1992 to 56,000 
in 2001.  The group has rebounded to about 61,000, according to Federal Acquisition 
Institute	estimates.		But	the	workload	confronting	that	workforce	has	grown	even	more.		
Indeed, the dollar value of federal contracts nearly doubled between 2001 and 2007, 
rising	from	$220	billion	to	$436	billion.		On	average,	the	General	Services	Admin-
istration’s Federal Procurement Data System records 9.8 million contracting actions a 
year.”

Source:  Brian Friel, “Advice +Dissent: Management Matters All Contracted Out,” Government Executive.com.  September1, 2008 

“We neglect our public sector at our peril. As private sector scandals from Enron to 
Blackwater	to	the	current	Wall	Street	mess	show,	turning	public	functions	over	to	private	
entities without bright and highly skilled public servants providing careful oversight and 
strict accountability can be a recipe for disaster.” 

Source: Chris Myers Asch, “We Neglect the Public Sector at Our Peril,” OhMyGov.com, September 25, 2008.
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Opportunities

As with every crisis, the challenges confronting government service create opportunities.  The 

election of President Obama, who has promised to “make government cool again”27 and who 

himself is an inspiration to millions of young Americans who may never have thought about 

government service, offers a new beginning.  Already, the number of jobseekers applying to the 

Obama administration is two and half times as great as the number of applicants at the same 

point in the Clinton transition (and seven and a half times the number of applicants during the 

Bush transition.)28  Demand is strong at the other end of the demographic spectrum as well.  

According to a poll by Princeton Survey Research Associates, half of Americans between the ages 

of 50 and 70 who are retiring from their primary careers seek work that has a social impact.29  

And plenty of couples with children at home are attracted by the relative stability, more defined 

hours, and good benefits of government work.  Thus the pool of potential talent is enormous.

Attracting and absorbing this talent creates other opportunities to turn the current trends that 

are changing the nature of government service in a much more positive direction.  With regard 

to outsourcing, for instance, it is unrealistic to think that government can turn back the clock to 

the 1960’s and reabsorb all the jobs it has shed.  A certain amount of outsourcing is here to stay.  

But how it is done, by whom, and with what kind of monitoring responsibilities for those in 

government can all change.

Reformers must begin from the proposition that government service is the indispensable core of 

expanded public service.  At the same time that many new opportunities exist at the local, state, 

national and international level for individuals to engage in public service, using their brains 

and resources to help solve public problems, they cannot substitute for effective and responsive 

government.  Accountability in a democracy requires knowing who is making decisions regarding 

the allocation and distribution of public resources.  Fairness in a democracy requires that the 

full range of public interests be taken into account in making specific policy decisions, rather 

than privileging private interest or partial public interests, such as the environmental group that 

lobbies hard for protecting a particular tract of land without taking account of the economic 

impact of such choices on the surrounding community or the defense contractor whose campaign 

donations help shape electoral outcomes.

27	 Barack	Obama,	speech	at	the	ServiceNation	Presidential	Forum	at	Columbia	University,	September	11,	2008.
28 See Hall.
29 “MetLife Foundation/Civic Ventures New Face of Work Survey” conducted by Princeton Survey Research Associates Inter-

national	from	March	to	April	2005.		(June	2005)
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Identifying this core does not mean that non-governmental actors in both the private and 

the non-profit sectors cannot magnify and intensify the impact of government decisions as 

well as provide vital input into those decisions.  These actors can create a multiplier effect for 

government action, just as banks in a healthy economy create a multiplier effect for the federal 

money supply.  Government officials can work much more effectively with their counterparts 

in the non-profit and private sectors if organizations in these sectors create positions designed 

to liaison with government officials that are much more than lobbying slots.  These designated 

liaisons in the non-profit and private sectors should instead be recognized nodes in policy 

networks orchestrated by government officials.  

Government by network is discussed further in the next section; it offers a dynamic model of 

policy implementation and ongoing adaptation that harnesses the full range of U.S. economic 

and social assets.  The looming personnel crisis of the federal government, combined with 

the need for major reform of the government contracting system and for broader and more 

integrated use of our power assets—diplomatic, technical, social, economic, as well as military—

offers the perfect opportunity to create and strengthen a model of government service that will 

make the U.S. government one of the most dynamic and effective forces in the 21st century.
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The new PubLIC servICe: 
what motivates Prospective government employees; 

what They expect of government; and what They need to succeed

The archetype of government service in 1960, when John F. Kennedy made his famous 

appeal to Americans to ask what they could do for their country, was hierarchical, public, 

and, at least in top policy jobs and the foreign service, primarily analytical.  Government officials 

worked within centralized hierarchies —agencies and departments—each of which interacted 

with other agencies and departments in the inter-agency process in developing and overseeing the 

implementation of government policy.  They worked in and for the public sector, the outlines 

of which were identifiably distinct from the private sector and the small non-profit sector.  And 

their job was to provide the best information, analysis, and problem-solving possible.

Today that archetype is undergoing a profound change.  The leading edge of government service 

is increasingly horizontal, operates through networks of public, private, and nonprofit actors, and 

requires a blend of both analytical and operational skills.  The most frequent target of reform in 

Washington today is stovepipes and silos—hierarchies that confine information and ideas within 

limited circles.  What is needed, by contrast, is the pooling of expertise and talent to tackle multi-

faceted problems through broad networks of different types of officials.

Consider the experience of National Park Service superintendent Brian O’Neill, who found 

himself with hundreds of acres of land near the Golden Gate Bridge that required extensive 

environmental clean-up and no funds to do it.  He responded by working with his non-profit 

partner, the Golden Gate Conservancy, to mobilize a network of private and non-profit actors 

to raise $34 million for the clean-up and to provide educational and environmental services 

on the new land.  Similarly, Julie Gerberding, director of the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC), realized after first the anthrax and then the SARS crises that the only way 

CDC could be effective was to reach out to create a network of public and private actors around 

the world, which in turn required a much more flexible and horizontal organization back home 

in Atlanta.  Gerberding had to face what one expert has called “an important but extraordinarily 

“The current conduct of American government is a poor match for the problems it must 
solve.		If	government	is	to	serve	the	needs	of	its	citizens	in	the	21st century, it must 
reconfigure itself—to shift the boundaries of who does what and, even more important, 
how its work gets done.” 

Source: Donald F. Kettl, “The Next Government of the United States: Challenges for Performance in the 21st Century.”
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difficult reality of modern public administration,” that she had the responsibility to get results, 

but not the authority necessary to produce them.30  The only way out was to find partners around 

the world and connect them in ways that could mobilize the production and communication of 

knowledge.

It is thus not surprising that many experts on public management have concluded that the 

“traditional, hierarchical model of government” cannot cope with “the demands of this complex, 

rapidly changing age.”31  Government officials must learn to “use networks to organize for both 

routine and non-routine problems of government management” and to use a “‘center-edge’ 

approach to govern through a network of networks that sets basic policy but gives frontline 

operators considerable flexibility in how best to implement it.”32  The result is a set of networks 

that are horizontal, connecting different agencies of government to one another and to private 

and non-profit actors, as well as vertical, connecting different levels of government down to 

the level closest to the problem that needs to be solved.  In sum, “public management” today 

is actually hybrid management—knowing how to mesh the cultures and contacts across three 

sectors and harness the resulting knowledge and energy toward a common goal.

New forms of organization go hand in hand with new modes of action.  According to Nicholas 

Burns, Under-Secretary of State, diplomats still have to provide the best analysis anywhere in the 

world.33  But they must also be able to be operational at the same time—to get into the field and 

implement the policy solutions they recommend.  Members of the military will recognize this 

particular type of hybrid official—officers able to both solve a conceptual strategy problem and 

lead troops into battle.  But those demands are now spreading more broadly in the higher reaches 

of government.

Government officials must be able to manage networks of public, private and non-profit actors 

at the local, state, national and international levels who must themselves be able both to work in 

the field and distill and analyze information behind a desk.  The knowledge and skills required 

for such tasks are wide-ranging, but they are what government employees need to succeed in 21st 

century government.  We turn now to a more detailed look at those employees, beginning with 

their motivations for entering public service in the first place.  What attracts them and keeps 

them?  We then look at the competencies needed to do their jobs—specifically the competencies 

needed in upper ranks of the General Service and in the Senior Executive Service, because these 

30	 Donald	F.	Kettl,	“The	Next	Government	of	the	United	States:	Challenges	for	Performance	in	the	21st	Century,”	(IBM	Center	
for	the	Business	of	Government	series	on	Transformation	of	Organizations,	October	2005),	14.

31	 Stephen	Goldsmith	and	William	D.	Eggers,	Governing	by	Network:	The	New	Shape	of	the	Public	Sector	(Washington	DC:	
Brookings, 2004), 7.

32	 Kettl,	p.	4.
33	 Nicholas	Burns	(presentation	given	at	Aspen	Strategy	Group,	August	2008,	quoted	with	permission).
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represent the jobs that students from graduate public policy programs will either seek or hope to 

ultimately obtain.

Motivations for Entering and Remaining in Public Service

For our government to succeed, it will continue to need talented, committed, well-trained public 

servants—across the country and at all levels of government.  Various studies have examined 

factors that influence individual’s decisions to enter public service.  A consistent set of themes 

emerged that identify issues the government must address if it seeks to attract “the best” of 

any age.  The box below highlights findings from a survey by the Council for Excellence in 

Government.

In the Fall of 2007, Professors Anthony Bertelli, David Lewis and David Nixon launched the 

Survey on the Future of Government Service.  The Survey was sent to all appointed and career 

program managers and administrators and included a variety of questions on the backgrounds, 

experiences, and political views of government executives. 34

34 Full details of the survey and methodology are available in Appendix A.

What Attracts Citizens to Public Service?

A Council for Excellence in Government survey of distinguished former federal employees cited the 
following factors as compelling draws to public service:

•	 Strong sense of mission

•	 Ability to make a difference in people’s lives

•	 Ability to contribute to the greater good

•	 Scope and challenges of the work beyond anything available in the private sector

•	 Opportunity	to	take	on	risky	tasks	that	cannot	be	done	by	the	private	sector

•	 Cutting edge and ahead-of-the-curve tasks and responsibilities

•	 Opportunities	for	increased	responsibility	and	rapid	career	advancement

•	 Unusual opportunities to broaden personal knowledge and self-awareness

•	 Creativity and dedication of co-workers

•	 Opportunities	for	woman	and	minorities

Source: Attracting and Keeping the Best and Brightest: An Online Survey of Council Principals.  Council for Excellence in Government. (July 2002).
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The survey asked senior administrators and program managers how important different 

factors were in their decision to enter public service in the first place (e.g., salary and benefits, 

opportunities for promotion, enthusiasm for the president, etc.)  The factors executives most 

frequently cited as important were opportunities to use their skills and abilities and make a 

difference.  Among the factors that were least important were: enthusiasm for the president in 

office at the time they entered, a request by a higher level public official, or geographic location.  

When asked about what factors were important in their decision to stay or leave, executives cited 

the same factors.  According to those executives surveyed, the federal government’s ability to 

provide work that makes executives feel like they are making a difference, can make use of their 

skills and abilities, and are recognized for their performance is crucial to the government’s ability 

to recruit and retain top personnel.

On June 5, 2008, the Task Force was privileged to be briefed by four recent Masters in Public 

Affairs alumni from Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School on their experiences in government, 

their motivations to go into public service, and their expectations.35  The experiences varied in 

terms of details and end results, but individually and collectively the presentations validated 

the common themes so often found in surveys and studies of the concerns and aspirations 

of potential entrants into public service.  Salary, benefits, training, job location, job security, 

knowledgeable colleagues, flexible schedules all played a role.  But the two most prominent 

motivations mentioned were the opportunity to use their skills and abilities and the ability to 

make a difference on work that served a vital public interest.  These students demonstrated 

what we know from the thousands of individuals who serve the country in various capacities 

internationally, nationally, and locally: the spirit of public service remains strong and vibrant, but 

is often stymied. 

Expectations of Younger Workers

Today’s young people have differing perspectives on public service than those held by previous 

generations.  Of particular interest is the generation born after 1978, who came of age at the turn 

of the century and were powerfully shaped by 9/11.  

35	 Woodrow	Wilson	School	Alumni	were	Christopher	Broughton,	MPA	’04;	Justin	Milner,	MPA	’04;	Nils	Mueller,	MPA	
’03;and	Lara	Robillard,	MPA	’01.
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Renewed Civic Engagement

In the wake of 9/11, young Americans are once again re-engaging in politics.  For the first 

time in forty years, turnout of young voters in elections started steadily increasing in 2004, 

and participation in the 2008 primaries and caucuses were three or four times more than ever 

previously measured. 36

Changing Definition of Public Service

Another important change is that even among those who believe in and commit to the notion of 

public service as a career, many younger Americans have a surprisingly different understanding of 

what constitutes “public service.”  Indeed, government service is frequently not even mentioned 

as a form of public service.37  Today’s college graduates increasingly view the non-governmental 

sectors as public service and the places to “make a difference.”  These sectors have grown 

much larger and more influential in both domestic and international affairs since the Kennedy 

administration.  Students also see opportunities in state or local governments, international 

multilateral organizations, the media, and even government consulting firms.

Change is the Norm

Today’s students have grown up in an atmosphere of accelerating change.  Not too long ago 

the frequent advice from economists and career planners alike was that at any moment in time 

every job holder should be examining their skills and abilities and evaluating their next career 

opportunity.  At the time, this frank view was considered harsh and unsettling.  Today it is 

increasingly accepted.  

Shifting employment arrangements stem in large measure from the increasingly global 

economy, in which competition around the globe has unleashed a series of persistent forces 

that lead to continual change in industries, jobs, and economies locally, regionally, nationally, 

and internationally.    As a result, career choices are not made for thirty years.  Occupations, 

industries, and jobs are viewed in discreet time chunks.

Geographic and Professional Mobility

In combination, these factors produce individuals who are exceptionally well equipped to manage 

the dynamic forces of today’s world because they are highly mobile, geographically as well as 

professionally.  For the future, a career path that reflects movement between government, the 

36	 Robert	D.	Putnam,	“The	Rebirth	of	American	Civic	Life,”	Boston Globe, March 2, 2008.
37 Paul C. Light, “In Search of Public Service,” a survey conducted by Princeton Survey Research Associates on behalf of 

Brookings	Institution,	Center	for	Public	Service.		(Washington	DC:	Brookings	Institution,	June	2003).
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Second Careers for Older Workers

The	Office	of	Personnel	Management	(OPM)	issued	a	document	in	June	of	2006	encouraging	federal	
agencies to adopt a “new mindset” in approaching the hiring challenges likely to be facing the executive 
branch.  The approach suggests what is termed a Career Patterns method of attacking a staffing 
challenge, and this approach begins with an assessment of the following dimensions:

•	 Time	in	career	(early,	middle,	late,	returning	annuitants)

•	 Mobility	(among	agencies,	between	public	and	private	sectors)

•	 Permanence	(seasonal/intermittent,	long-term,	revolving,	temporary,	students)

•	 Mission-focus	(program-based,	project	managers)

•	 Flexible	arrangements	(detached	from	office,	job	sharers,	non-traditional	time	of	day,	part-
time,	irregular	schedule)

In	view	of	impending	staffing	challenges,	OPM	suggests	to	hiring	offices	that	they	begin	approaching	
each employee and each vacancy along a spectrum that assesses what is possible, as opposed to 
what is not possible, in each particular hiring situation, given the interests and needs of each individual 
employee.

With respect to older workers, the emerging retirement wave, or even the need for some older workers to 
continue	employment	but	perhaps	with	some	changes	in	duties	and	responsibilities,	OPM	suggests	that	a	
variety of existing government authorities, policies and programs can be used to attract or retain an older 
worker should that appear of benefit to the agency.  These “special” policies or programs include:

•	 Reinstatement	eligibility	(if	applicable)

•	 Superior qualifications and special needs pay-setting authority

•	 Flexible work schedules and leave policies

•	 Part-time employment or job sharing

•	 Expert and consultant appointment authorities

•	 Recruitment	and/or	relocation	incentives

•	 Telework

•	 Temporary and term appointments

•	 Eldercare benefits

•	 Thrift savings plan matching contributions by the federal government

•	 Benefits	for	part-time,	temporary,	limited,	seasonal,	or	intermittent	employment.

OPM	suggests	that	these	programs	can	be	pursued	in	an	aggressive	way	to	help	agencies	meet	their	
staffing needs by offering older workers benefits and other options that might be especially attractive to 
an older worker.

Source: United States Office of Personnel Management, “Career Patterns: A 21st Century Approach to Attracting Talent,” a guide for agencies, June 2006. 
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private sector, non-profit organizations and academe may become the norm.  Today, it appears 

on the near horizon as an ideal to be supported and pursued. At the same time, however, as 

recognized by the present administration, safeguards against potential conflicts of interest created 

by the revolving door must be instituted.

Value Flexibility and Work/Life Balance

Perhaps in exchange for their openness to change, young adults expect and value flexibility in 

their work arrangements—be it telecommuting, flex hours, part-time work or others.  They also 

have higher expectations for work/life balance.

Expectations of 2nd Career Older Workers 

 Today’s older workers are reaching the front end of what at one time might have been considered 

the so-called “golden years of retirement.” However, various personal, social, and economic forces 

may produce a large growth in the labor force participation of individuals over age 60 seeking 

“encore careers.”38   Indeed, the size of this cohort of the labor force is already growing.  At the 

national level, the executive branch has begun to consider new means of re-employing retired 

federal workers without penalty.  As with new job seekers, the federal government needs to be 

innovative in creating “on ramps” that provide opportunity for job talent at any age.  OPM’s new 

Career Patterns initiative appears geared to do just that.  [See box on page 31.]

Required Competencies

Schools of public policy looking to train students for government service should understand 

the skills, knowledge and abilities those students must have to succeed in government.  As a 

starting point for its deliberations, the Task Force reviewed the core competencies that the federal 

government identifies for civil servants at each level and in various positions. These competencies 

guide the application and evaluation process and can provide a broad context for the general areas 

of learning with which future civil servants would need some familiarity.  In addition, various 

surveys provide insights into what skills federal executives themselves think are required in their 

day-to-day jobs.

38	 Peter	D.	Hart	Research	Associates,	“Groundbreaking	New	Survey	Asks	American	Workers	Ages	44-70	About	Longer	Work-
ing	Lives,”	a	MetLife	Foundation/Civic	Ventures	Encore	Career	Survey,	June	18,	2008.
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General Position Classification

For a wide variety of professional occupations, the Office of Personnel Management has set 

education, function, and experience requirements that define competencies expected for various 

occupations at specified grade levels.  However, hiring managers in the agencies feel today’s work 

requires different, more complex skill sets than traditional, narrowly defined civil service jobs.

The position classification system is maintained by OPM, with varying degrees of hiring and 

classification authority delegated to individual agencies, and within agencies often re-delegated 

to bureaus or similar operating units.  OPM periodically audits individual organizations to assess 

compliance with classification rules and standards as well as other policies.

Our federal government follows staffing and pay policies that adhere to standards of fairness and 

equity.  The goal is a pay and staffing system that is transparent, consistent, and therefore fair, 

since it is based on standards that reflect government-wide rules and criteria.

OPM Competencies for the Senior Executive Service

The Federal Government’s Senior Executive Service (SES) was a key component of the 1978 

Civil Service Reform Act.  The SES, which began in 1979, is intended to provide the government 

with a cadre of senior executive managers.  SES positions are filled on a competitive basis.  While 

participation in a candidate development program prepares a manager for this competition, 

positions are filled on a competitive basis where the requirements for an individual SES position, 

as well as the SES core qualifications and fundamental competencies must be demonstrated.  

The SES Executive Core Qualifications as presented and defined in Appendix B represent a 

lengthy, impressive set of characteristics.  They emphasize competencies around: Leading Change, 

Leading People, Driving Results, Business Acumen, and Building Coalitions.  At the same time, 

individual agencies such as GAO have defined their own core competencies to guide the hiring 

process. [See box on page 34.]
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Federal Executives in Their Day-to-Day Jobs

Federal executives include both political and career employees responsible for managing and 

implementing federal programs “on time, on budget”—which is to say, within the funding 

and legislative requirements established by Congress and agreed to by a current or past 

administration.  The day-to-day demands of the job require managers who can:

1. Build networks that enable them to work with international, national, state or local 

counterparts as the situation dictates.  In some instances, problems arise beyond 

U.S. borders.  In other instances, problems arise within U.S. borders but require 

coordination with national, state and local counterparts to address them.

2. Coordinate across agencies.  The issues and challenges our government must address 

also increasingly blur across existing agency lines, which demand managers who 

are comfortable operating in the interagency environment.  For example, national 

security issues can often require coordination and cooperation among individuals at 

the departments of State, Defense and Homeland Security, as well as the Intelligence 

community. [See box on page 35.] 

3. manage Contractors.  Agencies will need contract acquisition and management 

personnel with the skills, knowledge and abilities to effectively manage the 

contracting process, which will include detailed understanding of projected costs, 

actual expenditures, and relevant performance metrics.

GAO’s Core Competencies

The	Government	Accountability	Office	(GAO)	has	identified	its	own	core	competencies,	built	around	a	
skill	set	that	is	a	good	fit	for	GAO	work.		The	agency	seeks	applicants	who	model	the	following:

•	 Thinking	critically

•	 Maintaining	client/customer	focus

•	 Achieving	results

•	 Presenting	information	orally	and	in	writing

•	 Collaborating	with	others

Source: GAO Presentation to the Task Force by Susan Fleming, Director of the Physical Infrastructure Team at the GAO, June 5, 2008.
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National Security Professionals Initiative

Presidential	Executive	Order	13434	issued	on	May	17th,	2007	tasked	Federal	Agencies	with	integrating	
the professional development of national security professionals.  It stems from the understanding that 
today’s complex national security environment requires coordination and cooperation toward common 
objectives	among	individuals	that	are	not	necessarily	part	of	the	same	command	structure	or	organization.		
Through education, training, and professional opportunities, the initiative seeks to produce an interagency 
cadre of able senior professionals with certain shared competencies. 

•	 Early	indications	are	that	approximately	1,500	SES	positions	across	the	federal	government	
will be tagged as “National Security Professional.”  Perhaps 17,000-19,000 positions could 
be coded in the GS-13 through GS-15 levels.  There is uncertainty about the number of 
Intelligence positions, since that information is classified.

•	 The	initiative	calls	for	creating	a	National	Security	Education	Consortium	of	qualified	
academic, military, and civil government education centers and other institutions that address 
the broad scope of national security missions.  

•	 Those	involved	hope	that	once	the	competencies	are	agreed	upon,	they	would	allow	for	
feeder programs in academic disciplines linked to the needed competencies.  

•	 The	shared	competencies	under	discussion	are:	Strategic	Thinking;	Critical	and	Creative	
Thinking;	Leading	Interagency	Teams;	Collaborating;	Planning	and	Managing	Interagency	
Operations;	Maintaining	Global	and	Cultural	Acuity;	Mediating	and	Negotiating;	and	
Communicating.  

•	 In	training	the	next	generation	of	national	security	professionals,	the	initiative	emphasizes	
the development of foreign language skills and comprehension of the politics, culture, and 
history of foreign countries.

•	 The	initiative	also	calls	for	“new	experiences	through	interdisciplinary	assignments,	
fellowships and exchanges.” This would require the government to “reform employment 
practices to encourage hiring of personnel with a variety of experiences from within and 
outside the Federal Government.”  

•	 A	July	2007	memorandum	on	the	initiative	states:

“The national security professional will need access to education, training, and opportunities 
to work in coordination with other Federal departments and agencies, State, local, territorial 
and	tribal	governments,	the	private	sector,	non-governmental	organizations,	foreign	
governments,	and	international	organizations,	in	order	to	accomplish	the	following	goals:

•	 Better	understand	partner	organization	objectives	and	mission	requirements,		 	 	
interdependencies and synergies between the public and private sectors, and different   
organizational	cultures;

•	 Enable	professional	development	to	transcend	organizations,	levels	of	government,		 	
missions,	and	specific	national	security	disciplines;	

•	 Improve	the	overall	capability	to	safeguard	national	security	in	a	dynamic	risk		
environment. 

Sources: Executive Order 13434 of May 17, 2007, “National Security Professional Development” http://www.fas.org/irp/offdocs/eo/eo-13434.htm and 
Memorandum of July 2007, “National Strategy for the Development of Security Professionals.”
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4. manage Budgets.  Managers are expected to formulate accurate and defensible 

budgets as part of the ongoing federal budget process.  Once funds are appropriated, 

managers are expected to allocate the budget to programs, projects and organizations, 

and then monitor expenditures, being alert to identify trends that indicate spending 

deviations from approved funding levels.

5. attract and retain Talent.  Managers need to be involved in hiring, “onboarding”39 

and mentoring.  The U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board (MSPB) recently found 

that supervisor involvement in the hiring process “is critical to hiring new employees 

with the right talent.”40

6. get Things done.  At the end of the day, government needs managers who can 

“make it happen”—that is to say those with the persistence, ingenuity and teamwork 

to cut through problems, overcome obstacles and accomplish something really 

tough. 41

39	 Onboarding	refers	to	a	deliberate	process	to	integrate	new	employees	into	an	organization	and	give	them	the	tools	needed	to	
succeed	and	become	productive	as	quickly	as	possible.		See	Partnership	for	Public	Service	and	Booz	Allen	Hamilton,	“Get-
ting	On	Board:	A	Model	for	Integrating	and	Engaging	New	Employees,”	(May	2008).

40	 U.S.	Merit	Systems	Protection	Board,	“In	Search	of	Highly	Skilled	Workers:	A	Study	on	the	Hiring	of	Upper	Level	Employ-
ees	From	Outside	the	Federal	Government,”	(February	2008),	41.

41	 In	identifying	qualities	important	for	success,	the	Woodrow	Wilson	School’s	Scholars	in	the	Nation’s	Service	Program	has	
found this to be the difference between a high achiever and a change agent.
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Survey on the Future of Government: Education, Training and Skills

In the 2007-8 Survey on the Future of Government Service, federal executives expressed important 

opinions about the future of government service and what types of education and training were 

necessary.  Responses to the survey indicate that federal executives believe young people should 

enter public service but that they should do so with a graduate degree.  They recommend public 

policy degrees like masters degrees in public health and public policy and also doctorates.42

The survey importantly asked the respondents “What skills or training have you received that 

has been the most useful to you in your current job?” (See table on page 38.) This survey item 

was an open-ended question and the contents of their responses can be organized into four main 

categories: Credentials, Expertise, Training, and Skills.  Overall, executives were far more likely to 

list specific skills than advanced degrees or general areas of expertise.

Among those that mentioned specific skills, the most commonly mentioned skills by a large 

margin were leadership and management (approximately 40 percent).  The next most frequently 

mentioned skills were writing, communication, negotiation, and budgets.  Between 14 percent 

and 19 percent of respondents thought these four skills were useful.  About 11 percent of 

executives indicated that knowledge of rules, policies, and Congress is useful to them.

One in ten survey respondents said that technical and analytical skills were useful to them.  A 

similar proportion of respondents (9 percent) listed quantitative skills and the ability to think 

critically as important.  And while nearly 10 percent of respondents valued public speaking 

as a skill, only 2 percent mentioned presentation skills as important.  Other important skills 

mentioned were research skills (8 percent) and the ability to work well with others (7 percent).  

Only one in twenty executives included computer, software, or information systems as important 

skills.

In sum, the executives suggest that classic public affairs skills such as leadership, management, 

writing, communication, and knowledge of the policy process were important to the performance 

of their current job.  Importantly, however, they also mentioned negotiation and budgeting, skills 

implicated in agency maintenance, the management of contracts, and the ability to accomplish 

agency tasks in an environment where success requires the cooperation of people over whom the 

executive has little or no formal control.

42 Federal executives generally were not supportive of a public service academy and do not believe such an academy would 
help solve the human capital problems in their agencies.
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Skills Sub-Category

Number        
Respondents

Percent

Writing 140 18.8%

Communication 130 17.4%

Negotiation 111 14.9%

Knowledge	of	Budgets/Budgetary	Process 105 14.1%

Process/Policies/Rules/Congress 79 10.6%

Technical Skills 74 9.9%

Analysis 73 9.8%

Public Speaking 71 9.5%

Data/Quantitative/Statistics/Math 69 9.2%

Critical	Thinking/Inquiry/Logic 65 8.7%

Research Skills 59 7.9%

Project	Management 57 7.6%

Interpersonal/Cooperation/People	Skills 49 6.6%

Computer/Software/IT 39 5.2%

Contracts 25 3.4%

Diversity 23 3.1%

Conflict/Dispute	Resolution 17 2.3%

Presentation Skills 15 2.0%

Specific Skills Subtotal 746

Leadership

Leadership 462 39.2%

Management	(excludes	project/budget	mgmt.) 475 40.3%

All Skills Responses 1,178

Source: Survey on the Future of Government Service. Prepared by Jacob S. Rugh. Tabulations based on SFGS (N=2,207).  
Note: 1,178 of 1,882 item responses mentioned these skills.  Full details of the survey and methodology are available in  
Appendix A.

sKILLs FederaL eXeCuTIves FInd mosT useFuL 

In TheIr CurrenT Job
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Change sTarTs aT home:  
attracting the most Talented and Committed americans, and Teaching 

Them how to harness the Full spectrum of u.s. Power

Our nation is facing a daunting list of challenges.  In a very real sense, perhaps for the 

first time in decades, addressing and resolving these problems will require leadership 

and the dedicated efforts of talented citizens in all sectors: public, private, and non-profit.  But 

government must take the lead.  To do so, it must attract and retain the most talented and 

dedicated people at every level and at every stage of their careers who understand how to build 

and inspire coalitions and networks extending far beyond government.  The ability to harness 

all these assets will draw on untapped reserves of American energy and power.  We offer a set of 

recommendations to make that aspiration a reality.

Task Force Recommendations

The Task Force’s recommendations can be grouped under three broad themes that emerge from 

this report.  First, we focus on what government can do to communicate the central importance 

of government service as the core of broader types of public service.  Maintaining and building 

on the groundswell of enthusiasm for working in the Obama administration will require more 

than appeals to patriotism.  Government must demonstrate that it is the source of ideas and 

solutions.  And government recruiting must highlight the responsibility that government officials 

exercise, often at remarkably young ages, and the meaning and importance that they attach to 

their work.  Finally, the government hiring process must be able to compete with both the private 

and non-profit sectors for the most talented people.

Second, we recommend a number of ways to allow talented individuals to enter government 

service at different times of life. We do not wish in any way to disparage the importance of a life-

long government career; many of our most important and essential public servants, particularly 

in the military and the intelligence community, have chosen this path.  But we also recognize 

that many Americans, especially younger ones, imagine their working lives in multiple segments.  

They see themselves switching jobs, sectors, and even careers at regular intervals.  To draw on 

this pool of talent effectively, the federal government must design multiple on-ramps and expect 

multiple off-ramps in and out of government service.  We are not referring exclusively to political 

“in and outers,” who have always followed this pattern.  Rather, the career service must embrace 

the idea of more varied careers across sectors and across time.
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Third, we recommend measures to ensure that government not only gets the best talent available 

on the inside but also leverages that talent to bring together and manage coalitions and networks 

of private and non-profit actors and state, local, national, foreign and international actors.  

Contracting is not likely to continue in its current form, or to its current extent, but it will 

remain a fact of life.  The big government of the 1960s and 1970s, measured not in terms of 

budget but of personnel, will not be back.  On the other hand, if all government officials do is 

contract to non-government officials, they have no incentive to stay in government.  They must 

instead see themselves as the dynamic managers of problem-solving partnerships across many 

different kinds of borders.

Before proceeding to our recommendations, it is worth noting that the Task Force’s focus 

on government action reflects our strong agreement with a set of concerns initially expressed 

two decades ago by the first Volcker Commission.  As noted earlier in this report, the Volcker 

Commission saw public attitudes, political leadership, and internal government management 

systems as key elements impacting the performance of public service.  Despite the tremendous 

demands on the time, attention, and energy of the new administration, the Task Force believes it 

is necessary and appropriate that its recommendations begin with a call for government action.

Government service is the irreplaceable core of public service 
and must be strengthened and expanded.

Recommendation 1

President Obama should issue a call not simply to public service, but for a new compact between 

government and citizens. This compact would include a call to government service:

•	 Government service at the highest possible levels of performance is critical to our 

nation’s physical and economic security and to our future prosperity.

•	 Bad government may be part of the problem.  Good government is always part of 

the solution.  Good government requires the best people.

•	 Effective government is energetic and entrepreneurial.  Business relies on private 

entrepreneurs; the civic sector relies on social entrepreneurs.  Government relies on 

public entrepreneurs, coming up with ideas and solutions and making them happen 

through the machinery of government and connections to other sectors.
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•	 The responsibilities and work of government must transcend partisanship.  Career 

government service requires a non-partisan dedication to the public good.

•	 In the 21st century government work must once again signify the highest standards 

of integrity and performance.

The compact would also include a commitment to those answering this call:

•	 Applicants would face a sensible hiring process.

•	 Government would invest in the development of its public service employees.

•	 The President would enlist everyone in creating a more vibrant and innovative 

performance culture.

Recommendation 2

Schools of public policy should act as champions of government service for their own students 

and serve as gateways to public service for other parts of their campuses.  In preparing students 

for public service jobs these schools should emphasize the distinctive nature and role of 

government service within the larger arena of public service.  In addition to courses on the 

federal budget, the federal (and/or state) policy process, and other substantive dimensions 

of effective government service, they should consider courses on government ethics and the 

implications of serving the full range of public interests rather than the more specialized interests 

that are typically the province of non-governmental organizations.  They should also consider 

supplementing core curriculum and course offerings with seminars, short courses, and other 

means of updating faculty and students on changes in government sector job requirements.  

Finally, they should create programming for those who have been in government (recent 

graduates, students returning from internships, faculty who have spent time in government) to 

share their experiences with the broader academic community.

Recommendation 3

Agencies and schools of public policy should develop “paths of service” for career opportunities 

structured around substantive areas of expertise.  The National Security Professionals Initiative 

described in the box on page 35 is a prime example.  It not only shows  students interested in 

national security how they can pursue their interests through a rich and varied career entirely 
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within the federal government, it also reaches out to the schools educating those students to 

design specialized curricula to prepare them for such careers.  

The government should also take the initiative and reach out to a group of public policy 

schools to design similar initiatives aimed at outlining government career paths for Intelligence 

Professionals, Development Professionals, Economic Policy Professionals, Health Policy 

Professionals, Communications and Media Professionals, and many more.  Presenting career 

options this way, both within government and potentially also integrating positions in the private 

and non-profit sectors that would add additional knowledge and experience in these substantive 

areas, will be very attractive to younger Americans.

The market for public service must be disaggregated to fully 
tap the best available talent.

Recommendation 1

The federal government’s growing need to replenish the ranks at all levels will require a more 

effective, timely and tailored personnel process to attract and retain the best available talent 

and match the right people with the right jobs.  Specifically, we recommend that the federal 

government:

•	 Segment the applicant pool to better understand the skills, abilities, motivations, 

and professional needs of distinct career profiles—from traditional “lifers,” to “career 

switchers” coming to government mid-career or later, to the new “in-and-outers” 

who will likely spend some time in each sector over the course of their careers 

building expertise in particular issues, such as national security, development, the 

environment, health policy, or education.

•	 Establish and maintain a report card system for staff recruitment, hiring, retention 

and advancement that contains metrics for such variables as employee turnover, 

time required to fill vacancies, time required to process promotions, etc.  Operating 

agencies should also identify effective recruitment sources and methods, as well as 

retention.

•	 Review application criteria, hiring processes, training, career development and 

retirement policies to determine if adjustments, such as additional “on ramps” or 
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tailored advancement tracks43, are needed to accommodate mid-career or other non-

traditional hires.

•	 Market employment opportunities and customize recruiting for under-tapped 

talent pools, such as second-career seekers or men and women looking to return to 

the workforce after taking time out of the paid workforce to raise families.44  Some 

agencies may have a type of work or work schedule that would prove particularly 

attractive to parents, for instance; others might feature assignments involving travel 

that might equally appeal to employees just starting out or those making a career 

switch later in life.

•	 OPM should continue documenting, promoting, and publicizing best practices in 

the areas of staffing and recruitment based on its ongoing collection, analysis and 

evaluation of the performance metrics required from each human resource operating 

unit.

Recommendation 2

Universities and schools of public policy should ensure that career advisory and job placement 

units are adequately staffed to provide ongoing services for students interested in government 

service, recognizing the decentralized nature of the federal hiring process and the uncertainties 

created by the federal appropriations process.   They should continue to maintain close contacts 

with graduates employed in the public sector, and seek regular feedback and perspectives on the 

job environment, job requirements, and other information of value to potential job applicants.  

In addition, they should promote existing programs to increase awareness and outreach for 

public service, such as the Federal Service Student Ambassadors program through the Partnership 

for Public Service.  Agencies should be encouraged to designate specific points of contact for 

information and increase direct recruiting on college campuses.  Agencies of special interest need 

to be informed of key dates in the academic calendar.

43 See Partnership for Public Service, “Roadmap to Reform: A Management Framework for the Next Administration,” (Wash-
ington	DC:	October	1,	2008).		For	example,	the	Roadmap	recommends	creating	dual-track	advancement	paths	for	managers	
and technical experts.

44	 	The	Woodrow	Wilson	School’s	Pathways	to	Public	Service	Initiative	conducted	a	workshop	in	the	summer	of	2008	for	par-
ents	with	advanced	degrees	and	prior	work	experience	who	were	looking	to	re-enter	the	workforce	after	taking	at	least	five	
years out to raise their families.  Upon learning of opportunities in government, participants expressed interest in exploring 
employment in the public sector, but saw particular challenges with regard to presenting their time out of the paid workforce 
and achieving necessary work-life balance.  
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Recommendation 3

The Task Force recommends that the Office of Personnel Management review the Presidential 

Management Fellows Program as currently structured.  Strong consideration should be given to 

proposals to reconstitute the Presidential Management Fellows into separate programs or tracks 

to better match applicant skills with government needs.  Possible tracks might include:

•	 Presidential Policy Fellows program for graduates of public policy schools 

interested in policymaking jobs.

•	 Presidential Management Fellows program for graduates trained to provide 

the administrative services, such as human resources, procurement, accounting, 

information technology, contract management, and finance.

•	 Presidential Professional Fellows program for graduates of law schools, science and 

technology programs, engineering schools, and medical schools.

•	 Senior Presidential Management Fellows Program (SPMF) created under 

President Bush in 2003 (but not adequately funded or implemented) to encourage 

talented and experienced mid-level managers to enter the federal service to help 

agencies meet their strategic human capital plans and fulfill succession planning 

needs.

These programs should be funded by Congress as a line-item in the OPM budget so that OPM 

can pay for the administration of these programs itself and not have to charge the individual 

agencies a per-hire fee as they do now.  In addition, OPM should devise a fair and transparent 

process to assess the nominees for these programs.  This might include allowing schools to help 

test the students who are nominated for the PMF Program and providing more transparent 

assessment criteria.
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Future government officials will require a new set of skills 
to function as the orchestrators of public/private/non-profit 
networks and to be both operational and analytical.

Recommendation 1

Schools of public policy should work with government agencies and management experts more 

generally to identify the skills and knowledge needed to allow current and future government 

officials to govern both directly and through networks of private and civic actors.  Schools 

should identify and update course offerings in this area.  Schools must also seek to respond to 

the increasing need for government officials, particularly in the diplomatic arena, who must be 

operational as well as analytical.  Practicums and internships during summers and even term time 

should be encouraged, as well as courses that engage students in real policy projects.

Recommendation 2

Initiate an agency-by-agency discussion of what things should never be outsourced.  Government 

must overhaul its contracting practices to ensure that it is not outsourcing its core mission or its 

oversight responsibilities.  On the contrary, departments and agencies should develop criteria, on 

a department-by-department basis, for when it makes sense to out-source and how and when to 

keep a project in-house.  Government officials cannot just be monitoring; they must be actively 

managing in a networked environment.

Recommendation 3

While we have argued for making it easier for government employees to have multifaceted 

careers spanning the public and private sectors, we recognize that the revolving door between 

government and the private sector can also facilitate corruption.  We do not need to shut this 

door, but we need to ensure that its use does not undermine the public’s trust in government.  

Banning high-ranking officials from migrating to jobs where they lobby the administration 

they have recently served is a straightforward way of encouraging interaction likely to further 

the public good.  No inherent conflict of interest exists in the practice of employees leaving 

government for the private sector—and vice versa—but how it is done matters. President 

Obama’s Executive Order on ethics for members of the Executive Branch is an important step in 

the right direction. 45

45	 	Barack	Obama,	President	of	the	United	States	of	America,	“Executive	Order—Ethics	Commitments	by	Executive	Branch	
Personnel”	(The	White	House,	Washington	DC:	January	21,	2009).	
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Recommendation 4

The new administration should uphold its commitment to radical transparency by making 

USAspending.gov (President Obama’s “Google for Government”) the go-to site for information 

on government contracting.  While progress was made under the Bush administration, much 

remains to be done.  Transparency can never be the result when accounting practices are opaque.  

On an agency-by-agency basis, internal accounting practices for contracts must be radically 

improved, so information on how taxpayer money is being spent can be accurately reported 

to the public.  In addition, the 2006 Federal Funding Accountability and Transparency Act 

(FFATA) stipulated that data on sub-contracting should be made publicly available by January 

2009.  Both the spirit and letter of the law must be fulfilled.

Recommendation 5

Government agencies and schools of public policy should explore the possibility of identifying 

and creating career development options that would involve work assignments across sectors 

(government, academe, industry, and the civic sector).  National security professionals, for 

instance, could also benefit from time spent in a think tank, in an NGO or private firm 

implementing national security policy in various ways, or in a corporation working on 

compliance with counter-terrorism policies or operating in risky and unstable environments 

around the world.  Development professionals could similarly profit from working in the many 

different parts of development coalitions, from public-private partnerships seeking to eradicate 

malaria or to promote a new agricultural revolution.  Many alumni of public policy schools 

would be able to draw on their own career experiences to help in this endeavor.
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ConCLusIon

It is time once again to elevate government service as an essential, fulfilling and worthy 

pursuit for Americans, while recognizing that the nature of government service is evolving as 

government itself adapts to the challenges and opportunities of a new century.  President Obama’s 

national call to public service offers the ideal platform for emphasizing the indispensable core 

of government service in this great nation.  Record numbers of applicants for political positions 

point to a renewed sense of civic engagement.  Shifting career patterns and increased worker 

mobility provide the perfect opportunity to create development pathways across sectors that will 

enable government leaders to effectively run broad networks of public, private and non-profit 

actors.  Ongoing efforts by the Office of Personnel Management, the individual agencies and 

non-profit entities such as the Partnership for Public Service, are starting to fix the fundamental 

systems, policies and procedures needed to ensure a timely, fair and effective hiring process; we 

have recommended a variety of additional measures. 

The nation’s universities and schools of public policy can also partner in these efforts in a number 

of ways.  The recommendations in this report are intended as first steps toward the creation 

of a much-needed partnership between universities and schools of public policy, government 

at all levels, and non-profit institutions.  Initially this partnership should place priority on 

the development and training of dedicated and highly skilled individuals for senior and mid-

level policy positions as well as career entry positions in public service.  A longer-term goal is 

to establish career pathways for personal development across and between the public sectors, 

academe, and non-profit institutions.  Ideally, these pathways would include the private sector as 

well.

In his inaugural speech, President Obama called on all citizens to find and commit to a cause 

bigger than themselves.  He emphasized that government cannot provide the solutions to all 

problems, but that an engaged and competent government could provide the leadership necessary 

to help unlock individual initiative.  The nation needs the best government it can get; the best 

government requires the best people.  It is our hope that this report can help achieve that goal.
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aPPendIX a
deTaILs on The surveY on The

FuTure oF governmenT servICe (2007-8)

In the fall of 2007 Professors Anthony Bertelli, David Lewis, and David Nixon launched the 

Survey on the Future of the Government Service. The survey included a variety of questions on the 

backgrounds, experiences, and political views of government executives. The survey was sent 

to the population of federal administrators and program managers in the various departments 

and agencies. In total, the survey was sent to 7,448 government executives, both career and 

appointed. The target population included cabinet secretaries, deputy, under-, and assistant 

secretaries, as well as independent agency heads, bureau chiefs, general counsels, and key deputies 

in the government bureaucracy.

The survey was web-based and conducted with the help of the Princeton Survey Research Center 

(PSRC). The overall response rate from the original 7,448 names is 32 percent. If cases are 

excluded where the contact information was incorrect (e.g., respondent left job, died, did not 

work in that office), the response rate is 33 percent. Agency-by-agency, the lowest responders 

were the Executive Office of the President (11 percent), the Securities and Exchange Commission 

(17 percent), and the Department of the Treasury (19 percent). The highest responders were the 

Nuclear Regulatory Commission (55 percent), the Federal Trade Commission (65 percent), and 

the National Archives and Records Administration (75 percent).

While the overall number of respondents is large (2,374), there are at least three reasons to be 

cautious concerning whether the sample of respondents is representative of the population as a 

whole. First, the response rate was noticeably higher among career professionals than appointees. 

We have responses from 259 political appointees, compared to 2,021 career professionals. 

Of the appointees, 102 are Senate-confirmed appointees. Of the approximately 550 policy-

relevant Senate-confirmed appointees, this amounts to a 19 percent response rate. There are 131 

appointed members of the Senior Executive Service who responded out of approximately 700 

total. This is also 19 percent, although not all of the 700 appointees in the SES are administrators 

or program managers.

Second, it is possible that Democrats are more likely to respond to the survey than Republicans 

since Democrats have been more likely to answer other forms of surveys in the past (Edison 

Media Research and Mitofsky International 2005). Democrats are also arguably less satisfied in 

the Bush administration, making them more likely to take the survey as a means of expressing 
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their dissatisfaction. To evaluate whether respondents in the sample were more likely to be 

Democrats than the population as a whole the investigators gathered additional information. 

They contracted with a private firm to find home addresses for as many respondents in the 

population in the Washington, DC metropolitan area as they could find (primarily through the 

matching of unique names). They then obtained voter registration information on people whose 

home addresses were secured. This information is publicly available in Maryland and the District 

of Columbia but not Virginia. In total, the percentages of self-identified Democrats were very 

similar (57 percent vs. 59 percent). This gave the investigators some confidence that the number 

of self-identified Democrats in their sample is consistent with averages in the population.

Finally, the response rates for those with and without email are different (15 percent versus 36 

percent) and it is possible that these two populations are different on key dimensions such as age, 

seniority, or staff size. 
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aPPendIX b
senIor eXeCuTIve servICe eXeCuTIve Core QuaLIFICaTIons

The Executive Core Qualifications (ECQs) define the competencies needed to build a federal 

corporate culture that drives for results, serves customers, and builds successful teams and 

coalitions within and outside the organization. The Executive Core Qualifications are required 

for entry to the Senior Executive Service and are used by many departments and agencies in 

selection, performance management, and leadership development for management and executive 

positions. The required ECQ’s are Leading Change, Leading People, Results Driven, Business 

Acumen, and Building Coalitions.

Successful candidates must demonstrate that they meet the characteristics sought in each ECQ 

category.  The following information defines the expected characteristics, and gives specific 

examples of the types of actions that demonstrate the criteria have been met.

ECQ 1: Leading Change

Definition: This core qualification involves the ability to bring about strategic change, both 

within and outside the organization, to meet organizational goals. Inherent to this ECQ is the 

ability to establish an organizational vision and to implement it in a continuously changing 

environment.

Creativity and Innovation

Develops new insights into situations; questions conventional approaches; encourages new 

ideas and innovations; designs and implements new or cutting edge programs/processes. 

External Awareness

Understands and keeps up-to-date on local, national, and international policies and trends 

that affect the organization and shape stakeholders’ views; is aware of the organization’s 

impact on the external environment. 

Flexibility

Is open to change and new information; rapidly adapts to new information, changing 

conditions, or unexpected obstacles. 
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Resilience

Deals effectively with pressure; remains optimistic and persistent, even under adversity. 

Recovers quickly from setbacks. 

Strategic Thinking 

Formulates objectives and priorities, and implements plans consistent with the long-term 

interests of the organization in a global environment. Capitalizes on opportunities and 

manages risks. 

Vision 

Takes a long-term view and builds a shared vision with others; acts as a catalyst for 

organizational change. Influences others to translate vision into action. 

ECQ 2: Leading People

Definition: This core qualification involves the ability to lead people toward meeting the 

organization’s vision, mission, and goals. Inherent to this ECQ is the ability to provide an 

inclusive workplace that fosters the development of others, facilitates cooperation and teamwork, 

and supports constructive resolution of conflicts.

Conflict Management 

Encourages creative tension and differences of opinions. Anticipates and takes steps 

to prevent counter-productive confrontations. Manages and resolves conflicts and 

disagreements in a constructive manner.

Leveraging Diversity 

Fosters an inclusive workplace where diversity and individual differences are valued and 

leveraged to achieve the vision and mission of the organization. 

Developing Others 

Develops the ability of others to perform and contribute to the organization by providing 

ongoing feedback and by providing opportunities to learn through formal and informal 

methods.

Team Building

Inspires and fosters team commitment, spirit, pride, and trust. Facilitates cooperation and 

motivates team members to accomplish group goals.
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ECQ 3: Results Driven

Definition: This core qualification involves the ability to meet organizational goals and customer 

expectations. Inherent to this ECQ is the ability to make decisions that produce high-quality 

results by applying technical knowledge, analyzing problems, and calculating risks.

Accountability

Holds self and others accountable for measurable, high-quality, timely, and cost-effective 

results. Determines objectives, sets priorities, and delegates work. Accepts responsibility for 

mistakes.  Complies with established control systems and rules. 

Customer Service

Anticipates and meets the needs of both internal and external customers. Delivers high-

quality products and services; is committed to continuous improvement.

Decisiveness

Makes well-informed, effective, and timely decisions, even when data are limited or 

solutions produce unpleasant consequences; perceives the impact and implications of 

decisions.

Entrepreneurship

Positions the organization for future success by identifying new opportunities; builds the 

organization by developing or improving products or services. Takes calculated risks to 

accomplish organizational objectives.

Problem Solving

Identifies and analyzes problems; weighs relevance and accuracy of information; generates 

and evaluates alternative solutions; makes recommendations.

Technical Credibility

Understands and appropriately applies principles, procedures, requirements, regulations, 

and policies related to specialized expertise. 

ECQ 4: Business Acumen

Definition: This core qualification involves the ability to manage human, financial, and 

information resources strategically. 
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Financial Management 

Understands the organization’s financial processes. Prepares, justifies, and administers the 

program budget. Oversees procurement and contracting to achieve desired results. Monitors 

expenditures and uses cost-benefit thinking to set priorities. 

Human Capital Management 

Builds and manages workforce based on organizational goals, budget considerations, and 

staffing needs. Ensures that employees are appropriately recruited, selected, appraised, and 

rewarded; takes action to address performance problems. Manages a multi-sector workforce 

and a variety of work situations.

Technology Management 

Keeps up-to-date on technological developments. Makes effective use of technology to 

achieve results. Ensures access to and security of technology systems.

ECQ 5: Building Coalitions

Definition: This core qualification involves the ability to build coalitions internally and with 

other Federal agencies, State and local governments, nonprofit and private sector organizations, 

foreign governments, or international organizations to achieve common goals.

Partnering 

Develops networks and builds alliances; collaborates across boundaries to build strategic 

relationships and achieve common goals.

Political Savvy 

Identifies the internal and external politics that impact the work of the organization. 

Perceives organizational and political reality and acts accordingly.

Influencing/Negotiating 

Persuades others; builds consensus through give and take; gains cooperation from others to 

obtain information and accomplish goals.
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