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Pluggrtrg the federal brain drain
ByDavid T. Ellwood

andMaxStier

S PRESIDENT OBAMAUKeS
charge, expectations are high.
The economic crisis, global
wa.rming healthcare, the wars

in Iraq andAfghanistan, and the Israeli-
Palestinian conflictallneed to be ad-
d¡essed. But as the r¡ation's challenges
are growing, the federal government
faces a serious people problem, one that
must be tackled if obama wa¡ru to
achieve his ambitious policy goals.

The federal government - comprised
of I.9 million menaridwomen- is
expected to lose nearly one-third of its
most talented and erperienced workers,
largely as a result of the baby boomer
retirementwave. This brain drain will
have serious consequences if left un-
addressed. It is time for serious civil
service reforms thatwill allow Washing-
ton to recruit the "best and the bright-
est'into government serviæ. But it
wort'tbe easy.

A lack of skilled talent is only one of
many factors inlibiting govemment's
abitiryto build the worldorce thatthe
times demand. Salåries for high fliers in
governrnent pale in comparisonto those
in the private æctor, a¡rd must be made
more equitable to athactthe mosttal-
ented into public service.

Butsalaxy is orùypart of the problem.
Antiquated hiring procedures must also
be changed. WÏile private sector flrms
can hire a qualified ca¡rdidaæ quickly,
the wheelsturnmuch slower in the
federal government. Inone case, tle
applieation process of a single applicant
to a governrnent agency involved 1 14
steps and .f5 people, and lasted months.

Recruiünent practices also play a
part. Privaæ firms visit r¡niversitycam-
puses to interview soon-tobe graduatÊs
no later thanthe fall of theirfinalyear,
often making decisiors within afew
weeks and typically offering much high-
er sala¡ies. In contast, goverrunent
agencies rarely conduct on-carnpus
interviews a¡rd ca¡r often take six-to-nine
months before making hiring decisions.

Even when outstanding candidates

a¡e recruited into the public sector, they
often depart out of caxeer frustration.
Upwa^rd mobility is frequently con-
suained in goveu¡ment. Lateral moves
between agencies are ra¡e. With the
exception of political appoinæes, move
ments inand out of government a¡e all
too infrequent.

This is a critical time in the nation's
history that will require exceptional
talent and innolative ideas. Obama's
"Renew America Together" initiative is a
good fust step in calling on Americans to
engage in public service a.nd give back to
their commwrities. But more must be
done to draw the brighæstminds into
govemment.

Here a¡e some steps thatthe new
administation and Congress ca¡r take to
confront the federal brain d¡air¡ and to
make the federal pvernment a more
attractive place to work:

r Provide creative flna¡rcial incen-
tives, expand loan-repayment progra¡ns,

creat€'felo\ilships" for certain jobs, and
develop an ROTC-like program inwhich
students receive educational benefits in
returnfora commiünentto serve in
government af ter graduation.

r Exp and the Presidential I\{anage-
ment Fellows program to bring the most
talenæd graduaæs directly into all fed-
eral agencies.

r Improve recruiting and hiring
systemsto reduce redtapeto bring
qualifled candidates onboa¡d more
quickly.

r Recruit mid-eareer professionals
including engineers, IT experts and
financial wiza¡ds interested in public
service after spendingtime inthe private
sector.

r Create new measuement tools to
allow citizens to see how their govem-
ment is doing in recruiting dedicated
and talenæd people. The new adminis-
fation should encourage all govemment
agencies to adopt a "Federal Job Appli-
ca¡rt's Bill of Rights," which ensures all
candidaæs will be treaæd fairly, openly
andpromptly.

r Improve management from the top
down. Obamawill need to signal clearly
and ofæn to his political appointees that
making long-ærm improvements to
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basic government operations is a central
partoftheirjobs.

These a¡e exhaordinarytimeg times
in which government is not the p¡oblem,
butmustbe partof the solntion. With
some basic reforms in how the govern-
ment recruits, hires and retains its peo-
ple, it can channel that enthusiasm to
help rebuild the federal worldorce. \{e
mustactno\ry.
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