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A Lesson for Obama on Reachin$ Out to the Federal Workforce
First President Bush

Held Session Days

After Inauguration
By M.rx Surn

.ilmo" i,r" been much t¡Ik about Presi-
ilènt€lect Ba¡ack Obama looking to Ab¡a-
h.ärn Lincoln a¡rd F¡anklin D. Roosevelt for
i¡spiration and insight on building his ad-

üinistration and charting his first 100 days
lii ofüce.

,ìBut some of the most helpftrl guidance

diailable could come from an overlooked
pu¡ce - George H.W Bush.

,ll Just dafs after his inauglration 20 1'ears
¡go, the first President Bush gathered hun-
ùeds of the governmenfs senior career ex-
ùutives at DAR Constitution Hall to praise

þeir dedication, extol public service and ask

Ër thei¡ help in governing.

ft Tm coming to you as president and of-

hing my hand in partnership. fm asking
tpu !o join me as fr:ll members of ou¡ team. I
fomise to lead and to listen, and I promise
to senæ beside you as we wo¡k together to
nrry out the will of the American people,"
hrsh said. "Ou¡ principles are clear: that
gövernment service is a noble calling and a
oùblic trust."
ì'i OUama has signaled his own strong com-
mihnent to fostering public service - to
tnake government cool again.l As he begins
ds presidency, it would be smart for him to
þllow George H.W Bush's example, person-

ily meeting with senior civil service exec-

itives to scplain his priorities, set e:cpecta-

úbns, and let them knowtheir expertise and
iärd work will be needed to meet the many
liu¡ting challenges aheatl.

1 Such a simple, yet profoundly important,
þsture would create new energr and enthu-
¡iasm and provide a reservoir of goodwill

Unong a government worldorce that has of-
Ën beæn demoralized by being portraye{ as

üe problem instead of part of the solution.
.i \{hy does it m¿tter? In tire end, "person-
rcl is policy." Obama's agenda may initially
æ tied to action by Congtess, but it will be

¡nplemented þ the fede¡al worldorce, and
fre r¡ltimate suc¡ess of his administration
rvill restwith the capacityof tl¡egovernment
;o perform.

If the senior managers and the enti¡e ca-
'eerworldo¡ce can be motivated and given a
rtake in the process, the new administration
vill find that its major goals and even minor
nlicy initiatives will be easier to achieve.
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Obama is well positioned to energize the
civilian'workforce. Many administrations
have taken ofrce after havíng run against
Washington and the federal bureaucrary.
This has c¿rried over into mistrust and skep
ticism once they are in powe¡ with newly
rninted poütical appointees often ignoring
the knowledge,and abilities ofseasoned gov-
ernment managers and sending a message
that they are not valued or trusted.

Obama ¡esisted the temptation to score
cheap political poînts at the expense of civil
serv¿nts, and now is his opportunity to reap
the beneûts.

After the initial speech, what exactly does
''Obama néed to do? Fi¡st, follow up aggres

sively and consistently. The new president's
effort to engage the feder¿l worldorce.must
be an ongoing process that is reinJorced on a
regular basis by the Cabinet secreta¡ies and
top political appointees.

Second, the president and his appointees
must reach out well beyond the Beltway.
Eight-five percent o{ the federal worldorce
Iives a¡d works outside of Washington, and
these frontline employees must be made to
feel part of the teani effort.

Thi¡d, stick with what's working. Political
appointees have frequently sought to rein-
vent the wheel by setting up new command
and control systems that bypass ca¡eer fed-
eral managers or disc¿rd substantive wo¡k

already in the pipeline. It has become st¡n-
dard operating procedure for every presi-
dent to propose his own, new and improved
government reform plan, but little ever gets
fixed, because it's also common practice to
wipe,out even the good work that has been
done.

Next, reach out to unions. One of the big-
gest obstacles to human capirrl reforms over
the past eight years was the chilly relation-
ship between the Bush administration and
federal unions. The new administration
should work in partnership with labo¡ lead-
efs.

To be clear, having an engaged worldorce
won't guarantee a successfirl tenure, but not

having one will result in ce¡tain failure. I

It's not a question ofneeding either smart
oolicies or a well-mana(ed wotldorce. You

need both. So whilc Obama shoukl continue
to review the achievements of ou gleaiest
presidents, he shouldn't ignore the one
termers,

Applyrng this simple carlv lesson from
GcorÉe H.\il. Bush could go a long laY
tow¡? determining Ohama's chances of any

FDR+sque accomplishments.
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