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Dear Sirs:

In accordance with the requirements of 5 U.S.C. 1204(a)(3), it is my honor to
submit this Merit Systems Protection Board report, "Managing Federal Recruitment: Issues,
Insights, and Illustrations."

The Federal Government’s human capital is its most critical asset. At a time when
the Federal Government is preparing for increased retirements and striving to address
evolving mission needs and changing skill requirements, recruitment plays a key role in
ensuring that we are able to maintain a high-quality workforce capable of meeting the
needs of the American public. However, there is growing concern about the Federal
Government’s ability to attract top talent — those who have the variety of knowledge and
skills we need.

This report explores the practices agencies use to recruit a highly qualified, diverse
workforce. In looking at Federal recruitment, the most striking finding is the degree of
variability among agencies. They differ greatly in terms of support, resources, planning,
implementation, and evaluation. The report goes on to present recommendations for
agencies to consider in developing and improving recruitment programs and provides
illustrations of how some agencies have used similar approaches to address their
recruitment challenges.

The Federal Government faces many challenges when it comes to recruitment.
However, the reward of taking on these challenges is great. With a little creativity and
innovation, along with leadership support and adequate resources, we believe the
Government can successfully meet its recruitment demands. I believe you will find this
report useful as you consider issues affecting the Federal Government’s ability to recruit a
highly qualified, diverse workforce.
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Neil A. G. McPhie
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

he Federal Government’s human capital is its most important asset.

Agencies cannot accomplish their missions without the right people

with the right skills in the right jobs at the right time. Recruitment is
critical to meeting this goal. This report explores the practices agencies use to
recruit a highly qualified, diverse workforce; presents recommendations for
agencies to consider in developing and improving recruitment programs; and
provides illustrations of how some agencies have used these approaches to address
their recruitment challenges. Our data indicate that it is possible for the Federal
Government to successfully compete for talent; it just has to be proactive and
creative in its approach to recruitment.

Background

When the Federal Government downsized its workforce during the 1990s, it
curtailed most new hiring. As a result, many agencies also downsized their
recruitment programs. In recent years, however, agencies have started to increase
hiring and rebuild recruitment programs. They have done this for a variety of
reasons, including preparing for increased retirements and replacing skills lost
during downsizing. At the same time, greater emphasis is being placed on changing
skill sets and staff size to meet evolving mission requirements, to increase diversity,
and to target hard-to-fill occupations.

However, there is growing concern about the Governments ability to compete with
the private sector and other public sectors. To remain competitive in an
environment where private sector employers often offer higher salaries, the
Government must employ innovative recruitment approaches that meet its mission
needs and also address the needs of the workforce and market the Government’s
strengths as an employer. The U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board (MSPB)
studied Federal recruiting practices and presents this report to further agencies’
efforts to meet these objectives.
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Executive Summary

Findings

Federal agencies have made significant progress in improving recruitment practices
over the past few years. Many agencies have garnered the management support and
resources needed to build strong recruitment programs, established solid
infrastructures to support recruitment activities, and used creative strategies to
attract the right talent. The practices appear to support fair and open competition
through posting vacancy announcements and other outreach efforts. Moreover, the
U.S. Office of Personnel Management (OPM) has established a number of helpful
tools and flexibilities to support agencies’ targeted recruitment efforts.

Nevertheless, based on the information MSPB gathered through agency
interrogatories, focus groups, and interviews, there remain variations across and
even within agencies regarding elements crucial to effective recruitment. These
variations point to a number of potential areas for improvement.

Roles in recruitment. Recruitment is often viewed as solely a human resources
(HR) function. Because recruitment directly impacts workforce composition and
competencies, it should be recognized as a management responsibility and managers
should work with HR to plan, implement, and measure recruitment practices that
best support the mission.

Recruitment planning. While a majority of agency participants in this study
indicated that they base recruitment decisions on workforce analysis, the extent of
recruitment planning varies across organizations, with many doing little to project
their long-term needs.

Training Recruiters. While most agencies reported using collateral-duty or full-
time recruiters, many of these recruiters may not be properly prepared for their
responsibilities. Only about half of the agencies participating in this study
indicated that they train recruiters for these responsibilities. In addition, many who
do so rely only on informal or brief training sessions.

Evaluate success. Most of the responding agencies rely on rudimentary
practices to measure recruitment success. Most commonly, this takes the form of
feedback from managers, recruiters, and in some instances new hires. While this
type of feedback is useful, it limits agencies’ abilities to determine if long-term
organizational needs are being met, which strategies work well, which do not, and
how to best tailor approaches to specific circumstances.

Evaluate cost benefits. Many agencies are unable to estimate their recruitment
costs. Over one-third of the agencies in our study could not identify how much
money they spend on recruitment activities. At a time when budgets are declining
and performance is being scrutinized, it is important to track overall recruitment
costs and compare those costs to the benefits received.

Managing Federal Recruitment: Issues, Insights, and Illustrations
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Governmentwide challenges. Agencies cited a number of recruitment
challenges that impact the Government as a whole, including:

m Length and complexity of the ® Perceptions of noncompetitive
hiring process salaries

m Poor image of the Federal Government m Regulatory obstacles to entry-
as an employer level hiring

= Competition among agencies m Labor market shortages

® Budget constraints and uncertainties ® Diminishing HR capacity

Many agencies attempt to tackle some of these challenges on an individual basis
through legislation, OPM regulatory approvals, and budget requests, causing
imbalances throughout Government.

Recommendations

This report includes MSPB’s recommendations for agency Chief Human Capital
Officers (CHCO) and HR staffs to consider when developing, implementing, and
evaluating their recruitment programs. Also included are recommendations for
OPM on how it can address some of the issues that hamper Governmentwide
recruitment efforts. While some recommendations address specific issues identified
in the study findings, others are based on practices used in private and other public
sector organizations.

Agency Chief Human Capital Officers should work with

their leadership to:

Distinguish recruitment as a critical management function and
involve all levels of the organization in recruitment planning and
implementation. Considering that recruitment affects every facet of the
organization, it should be viewed as a management function. Therefore, CHCOs
should garner the support and involvement of agency leaders, managers, and even
line employees for recruitment activities.

Establish the needed infrastructure. Few organizations can maintain a
viable recruitment program without an established infrastructure. CHCOs should
carefully examine what type of infrastructure is right for the agency’s needs,
including necessary funding mechanisms, tracking methods, and management
processes as well as the size, selection, and training requirements for recruitment
staff and recruiters.
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Plan for retention. It is not cost effective to recruit talent the organization can’t
keep. Therefore, before embarking on a resource-intensive recruitment program,
CHCO:s should spur agency leadership to plan for retention by identifying and
improving cultural and environmental factors that might otherwise drive away
talented employees. While not directly related to agency recruitment activities, this
type of action will help improve the long-term return on investment for agency
recruitment efforts.

The HR staff, in consultation with agency managers, should:

Develop a recruitment plan that is aligned with the agency strategic
and workforce plans. A recruitment plan that is aligned with the agency
strategic and workforce plans will help map out what the agency wants to achieve
through its recruitment program. It will help anticipate needs rather than react to
individual vacancies. As a result, the agency will be better able to prioritize
strategies, decrease duplication of effort, and pool resources across the organization.

Employ a balanced set of recruitment strategies that effectively
market the organization. Agencies have different recruitment needs and
should tailor their recruitment strategies to meet those needs. MSPB has identified
some important steps agencies should consider when developing recruitment
strategies, such as:

m Use proactive strategies to seek out qualified applicants.

m Research the market from which the agency is recruiting to identify the best
strategies to employ.

® Ensure that recruitment materials are clear, are of professional quality, and
represent the organization well.

m Use automation to complement human interaction, not replace it.
® Build relationships that can be beneficial now and in the future.
m Use available HR flexibilities to be more responsive to applicants.

m Leverage existing low-cost and no-cost tools to support recruitment efforts.

Evaluate success. With limited resources available, agencies must strategically
manage costs and resources and be able to justify allocations. Therefore,
evaluating the success of individual recruitment strategies and the overall program’s
ability to attract qualified candidates should be an integral component to any
recruitment program.

Position the agency to make good selections. Recruitment is just one
aspect of a comprehensive staffing program. Even the best recruitment strategies
will not result in high-quality hires unless the agency has adequately defined job
requirements, employed valid applicant assessment tools, and established a
reasonable hiring process.

Managing Federal Recruitment: Issues, Insights, and Illustrations
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OPM should:

Address Governmentwide challenges. OPM has played a valuable
leadership role in helping agencies’ recruitment efforts through its many
Governmentwide initiatives. We recommend OPM continue looking for new
flexibilities and developing programs that can help agency recruitment efforts. In
addition, we recommend that OPM evaluate the impact of imbalances caused by
legislative flexibilities granted to individual agencies, examine agency barriers to
using HR flexibilities and how to overcome them, and expand efforts to market the
Government by improving its image as an employer.

To demonstrate that the Federal Government can compete for talent if it is
proactive and creative, this report also provides illustrations of how agencies have
already implemented similar actions to those listed above to address their individual
recruitment needs.
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INTRODUCTION

he American public depends on the Federal Government to provide a

vast array of products and services. The Government is responsible for

protecting our borders, our food supply, our environment, and our
health. It attempts to ensure equal access to education and affordable housing,
promote the welfare of the labor force, and provide for transportation and energy
systems fundamental to national interests. It manages and administers vital benefits
programs to care for the poor, the elderly, the disabled, and veterans. It serves as
steward of the U.S. economy and the nation’s natural resources and strives to
protect the public’s safety and defend Americans at home and abroad. Ultimately,
it is the Federal workforce that is responsible for the day-to-day administration of
these tasks and more.

Because of the diverse and often divergent nature of Federal agency missions, the
Government needs to continuously attract large numbers of high-quality applicants
who have a variety of knowledge and skills to serve the needs of the American
public. This should not be a difficult task. After all, the Federal Government is the
largest employer in the United States. The work it offers prospective applicants
includes many distinguished and unique opportunities not found in the private
sector. It also offers challenging work that impacts national and global policy,
worldwide job opportunities, numerous prospects for career growth, generally stable
employment, and appealing benefits. However, there is growing concern about the
Federal Government’s ability to compete with the private sector and other public
sectors for the talent that it needs.

Purpose

To help address this concern, MSPB conducted a study of Federal civilian
recruitment methods. The purpose of the study is threefold: (1) identify current
recruitment trends and challenges in the Federal Government, (2) provide
recommendations about how to improve Federal recruitment, and (3) highlight
examples of how individual agencies have implemented actions similar to those we
recommend to address their recruitment challenges. This study is not intended to
evaluate the outcomes of agency recruitment practices. Rather, the objective is to
provide policymakers with information on current recruitment methods and
challenges and to share useful practices and ideas with agency officials who are
exploring ways to better compete in the labor market.!

! For the purpose of this study, recruitment is the process of attracting qualified applicants to apply for
positions within the hiring organization. By this definition, recruitment does not include the processes to
assess the applicant, choose the most qualified, or make a job offer.
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Introduction

Why Is Recruitment So Important Now?

While many say recruitment is critical right now because of the impending “human
capital crisis” in the U.S. labor force, we argue that recruitment should always be a
critical component of an agency’s management agenda — not only during times of
crisis. Recruitment is not just about filling jobs that are vacant right now or filling
jobs that may become vacant soon; it is about making a continuous, long-term
investment in attracting a high-quality workforce capable of accomplishing the
organization’s mission now and in the future. In other words, it is about attracting
the right person to the right job at the right time. Recruitment practices are also
particularly critical elements in supporting Federal merit systems, as defined by the
Merit System Principles. Appropriate practices should ensure that qualified
individuals are recruited from all segments of society after fair and open
competition.?

Understanding how to effectively recruit is particularly important today because of
the dramatic changes taking place in the nation’s workforce.

m U.S. labor force demographics show a more diverse, older workforce with
increasing numbers of women, minorities, single parents, and dual-income
families. As the composition of the labor force changes, so too must
recruitment strategies.

® The nature of work has changed with manual work declining, knowledge-
based work increasing, and technology redefining the work we do and how
we do it. Recruitment practices must therefore focus on the new
competencies and skill mixes needed now and in the future.

® The Federal Government is no longer seen as the secure, lifetime employer it
once was and often cannot match private sector employers with respect to
competitive salaries for many occupations, rapid job offers, and, sometimes,
work benefits. To address these challenges, the Government needs to find
ways to market its strengths as an employer.

Finally, it is true that the Government, as well as the national labor force, may face
a “human capital crisis” over the next several years due to a large portion of the
workforce nearing retirement eligibility. While there is debate as to when these
retirements will take place and what impact they will actually have on the labor
force, the statistics show that the Federal workforce is indeed aging. For instance:

m The average age of the Federal employee increased from 42.3 years in 1990 to
46.5 in 2001.

m As of September 2003, 22 percent of the Federal workforce was already at or
above the minimum retirement age of 55, but only 6 percent was below the
age of 30 (based on data in Figure 1).

2 Merit Principle No. 1 (5 U.S.C. 2301).

3 U.S. Office of Personnel Management, 7he Fact Book: Federal Civilian Workforce Statistics, 2001 and 2002
Editions, respectively, Washington, DC, http://www.opm.gov/feddata.

4 U.S. Office of Personnel Management, “Employment Data Cubes,” full-time, permanent, nonseasonal,
Washington, DC, Sep. 2003, http://www.fedscope.opm.gov/employment.htm.
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Figure 1. Federal Civilian Workforce Age Distribution
As of September 30, 2003
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This “graying of the workforce” comes at a time when the labor force growth rate is
not growing as quickly as in previous decades (as shown in Figure 2), potentially
leaving fewer people to fill vacated jobs.” The combination of aging workforce and
slowing labor force growth rate will likely result in increased competition for
qualified applicants across all sectors to fill gaps left by retirees. To remain a
competitive employer, the Government must address the changes taking place in
the workforce and work place through innovative recruitment practices.

Figure 2. Annual Rates of Labor Force Growth
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> U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Monthly Labor Review: The Editor’s Desk,”
Washington, DC, June 25, 2001, http://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2001/June/wk4/art01.htm.
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The Study

This study was designed to identify and describe methods Federal agencies are
using to recruit applicants. Governmentwide data collection efforts were completed
in the spring of 2003 and agency-specific data was collected and verified through
the summer of 2004. To obtain information related to these practices, we did
the following:

® Sent interrogatories to 46 Federal departments and agencies. We received
responses from the HR staffs of 124 organizations — individual departments,
agencies, and/or agency subcomponents — and analyzed the responses to
determine Governmentwide trends and innovative practices;®

® Conducted focus groups with agency managers and HR staff from 13
departments and 9 agencies in Chicago, Denver, and Washington, DC, to
determine participants’ views and experiences regarding their agencies’
recruitment practices;

® Conducted individual interviews with HR officials in over a dozen Federal
organizations, including OPM, to explore innovative Federal recruiting
practices; and

® Conducted an extensive literature review of private, public, and Federal sector
recruitment practices.

¢ The terms “agency” and “organization” are used interchangeably throughout this report to describe the 124
interrogatory respondents. These responses came from a total of 15 departments and 20 independent
agencies which comprise approximately 80 percent of the non-Department of Defense (DOD) Executive
Branch civil service, as defined by OPM’s FedScope. Because of the HR servicing structure in DOD, it is
not possible to determine what percentage of the DOD workforce is represented by the responses.

Managing Federal Recruitment: Issues, Insights, and Illustrations



GOVERNMENTWIDE FINDINGS

he Federal Government downsized its workforce by approximately

400,000 employees during the 1990s and curtailed most new hiring.”

As a result, many agencies with previously robust recruitment programs
reported scaling them down or abandoning them altogether. In recent years,
agencies have started to increase hiring and restore these programs.

For example, Federal hiring increased from 65,000 accessions in 1998 to 133,000
in 2002, an increase of over 100 percent.® Even disregarding the approximately
36,000 accessions in the recently created Transportation Security Administration,
there was still a sizable 48 percent increase. In addition, over three-fourths of the
agencies participating in our study reported that they actively recruit for positions
within the organization.

Agencies cited a number of reasons for establishing or re-establishing recruitment
efforts, including preparing for the possibility of increased retirements over the next
few years and replacing skills lost during downsizing. At the same time, they are
placing greater emphasis on changing skill sets and staff size to meet evolving
mission requirements, increase diversity, and target hard-to-fill occupations.

Nature of Recruitment Programs

Certain characteristics determine how a recruitment program will be implemented,
including whether the program is centralized at the headquarters level or
decentralized to the field offices as well as the types of positions and grade levels
being targeted. These factors will drive how an agency coordinates and funds
recruitment efforts and what types of recruitment strategies it uses. We have noted
some interesting patterns regarding the nature of agency recruitment programs.

Centralization

Agencies were evenly split as to whether their recruitment programs are centralized
to the agency or component level, decentralized to the local level, or implemented

7' U.S. Government Accountability Office (formerly the General Accounting Office), Major Management Chal-
lenges and Program Risks: A Governmentwide Perspective, GAO-01-0241, Washington, DC, Jan. 2001, pp. 20-21.

¥ OPM defines accession as “a personnel action resulting in the addition of an employee to an agency’s staff.”
Data are from U.S. Office of Personnel Management, “Accession Data Cubes,” full-time, permanent,
nonseasonal, Sep. 1998 and 2002, http://www.fedscope.opm.gov/accessions.htm.
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through a combination of both. Table 1 illustrates the general rationale for why
agencies use certain approaches.

Table 1. Centralization of Agency Recruitment Programs

Agency Practice Rationale

Centralize programs for high-volume and mission- Provides economies of scale for hiring activities and
critical positions, when developing corporate consistency in corporate marketing approaches.
brands, marketing materials, and agencywide

recruitment strategies, and for small agency

programs with limited resources.’

Decentralize strategies that address local needs. Provides flexibility in tailoring approaches to meet

needs that may be different across localities.

Centralize corporate activities but allow Attains economies of scale for agencywide
decentralized strategies at the local level. activities while allowing for flexibility in tailoring

approaches to meet local needs. Particularly
prevalent for large agencies with many
subcomponents.

Targeted Occupations

Because of the wide range of missions in the Federal Government, agencies recruit
for a mix of occupations. Some recruitment programs are structured to meet a
particular occupational need (e.g., a specific job series or intern program).
Generally, these structured recruitment programs focus on technical (e.g.,
information technology, engineering, and science), mission-critical, hard-to-fill,
and/or high-volume (e.g., entry-level, intern, and student) positions. Other agency
recruitment programs are more informal and change according to the type of job
openings the agency has.

Targeted Grade Levels

Agencies also recruit for a range of experiential levels. Structured recruitment
programs tend to focus on entry-level positions (GS-5/7), occasionally expanding to
the GS-9 equivalent when looking for candidates with higher levels of education or
experience. In 2002, 40 percent of the Federal accessions were appointed in the
GS-5/7 and related grade range and 50 percent in the GS-5/7/9 and related grade
range."” Hiring at the entry-level can attain economies of scale. Agencies can
generally hire a larger number of employees at one time at this level and obtain a
larger return on investment for recruitment, selection, and training expenses.

? “Mission-critical” denotes a position that the agency deems critical in carrying out its core mission functions.

1 U.S. Office of Personnel Management, “Accession Data Cubes,” full-time, permanent, nonseasonal,
General Schedule and Related Grade, Sep. 2002, http://www.fedscope.opm.gov/ accessions.htm. Accessions
related to the recently created Transportation Security Administration were not included.
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Several agencies reported taking advantage of the Federal Career Intern Program
(FCIP) to hire entry-level employees. This largely noncompetitive hiring authority
allows agencies greater flexibility in targeting recruitment efforts at needed skills and
competencies and underrepresented groups.

Only a small number of agencies reported targeting higher-level positions using a
structured recruitment program. These positions are generally recruited for on a
case-by-case basis since most agencies do not hire in volume at that level. This may
change with the recently announced overhaul of OPM’s Presidential Management
Intern Program (now Presidential Management Fellows Program). The revised
program will allow agencies to hire “senior fellows” at the mid-management level
(GS 13-15) using an excepted appointing authority. OPM will continue to
centrally announce openings, assess candidates, and determine the number of
annual senior fellow appointments.

Recruitment Roles and Responsibilities

Recruitment ultimately determines the composition and capabilities of an
organization’s workforce. Therefore, it is important to understand who is involved
in recruitment activities and what role they play. Table 2 provides an overview of
the roles and responsibilities each level of the organization generally has, according
to our study respondents.

Table 2. Typical Roles and Responsibilities in Federal Recruiting

Roles Responsibilities

HR Professionals Primary responsibility for planning, implementing, and overseeing
recruitment programs. Responsibility rests either with the main HR
office or with a separate recruiting office in the HR office.

Hiring Manager/Supervisor Identifies job requirements, provides potential recruitment sources, and
occasionally meets with candidates at job fairs, professional meetings,
and campus events. Extent of involvement varies significantly by agency.

Line Employees Attend job fairs and college events, especially at alma maters. Talk
with candidates about the job, their personal experiences, and the
hiring process. Try to sell the job to candidates. About two-thirds of
the agencies indicated using line employees in recruitment.

It is interesting to note that HR professionals are viewed as having primary
responsibility for the agency’s recruitment program and that involvement of the
hiring manager or supervisor varies significantly from agency to agency. Given the
direct impact that recruitment has on the organization’s ability to meet its
requirements, it would make good business sense for hiring managers, as well as
other agency leaders, to take a more active role in planning, implementing, and
evaluating recruitment activities. For instance, they can work with the HR staff to
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identify recruitment needs in advance, draft vacancy announcements, obtain
funding, design recruitment strategies, attend recruitment events, and assess both
short- and long-term results.

Recruiters

In addition to the responsibilities listed above, most agencies indicated that they
also assign members of the workforce specifically to be recruiters. Over half use
collateral duty recruiters — HR professionals, supervisors, or line employees who
carry out recruitment activities as an additional duty. About a quarter of the
agencies reported assigning full-time recruiters or coordinators to ensure continuous
attention to recruitment matters, particularly for mission-critical occupations.

Recruiters are often the first agency representatives a potential job candidate meets.
Therefore, it is critical for them to acquire the skills necessary to successfully carry
out their responsibilities. However, we found that only half of the organizations
reported providing recruiter training. In addition, many that do so rely only on
informal or brief training sessions. These findings indicate that many recruiters
may not be properly prepared to carry out their responsibilities.

Recruiter Responsibilities

® Plans and attends college events, job fairs, and other networking
opportunities.

m Conducts interviews.

» Communicates with applicants about available job opportunities and the
hiring process.

® Builds relationships with schools and professional organizations.

The training that is provided covers a range of topics, including interviewing
techniques, hiring regulations, recruitment techniques and resources, how to answer
candidate questions, mission responsibilities, and how to set up recruitment booths
and materials. The extent of training varies by organization and can consist of any
of the following:

® On-the-job training,

® Brief, informal discussions about recruiting,
® Internet-based training materials,

® Vendor/in-house workshops,

m Lengthy training sessions from professional vendors.

0 Managing Federal Recruitment: Issues, Insights, and Illustrations
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Recruitment Planning

Recruitment should not be performed in a vacuum but should be based on the
organization’s needs as defined through its strategic and human capital plans. Once
an organization has identified the type of workforce it needs to carry out its
mission, it can then strategize how to obtain that workforce, including how to
recruit for it.

Almost three-fourths of the organizations reported that they align recruitment
strategies with the organization’s strategic plan. Often, this takes the form of
including a human capital goal, such as recruiting a high-quality workforce, in the
strategic plan. Or agencies target recruitment strategies at occupations that most
directly support programmatic strategic goals. Additionally, over half of the
organizations indicated that they base recruitment decisions and strategies on some
type of workforce analysis that attempts to project future staffing needs. However,
the sophistication of these analyses varies greatly by organization.

Many organizations rely only on input from managers to determine fiscal year
recruitment needs and therefore do not consider longer term requirements. A
number of agencies have gone a step further and are beginning to analyze historical
trends in an attempt to project future staffing needs. Finally, a few agencies have
identified competencies needed for mission-critical positions, as identified through
the agency’s strategic goals, and have conducted needs assessments to determine the
current and future competency gaps to help identify long-term workforce goals.

On the other hand, over a quarter of the organizations reported that they do not
base recruitment decisions on any workforce analyses. Many claimed that they are
constrained by limited staff, limited funding for information systems, or continually
changing priorities. Others asserted that their small size made it unnecessary to do
formal planning.

It is good news that so many organizations are trying to align their recruitment
strategies with the organization’s mission and are attempting to analyze their
workforce needs. However, the number of organizations reporting that they look
only at short-term recruitment needs or that they do not do any workforce analyses
indicates that proactive, long-term planning based on mission needs is still a work
in progress.

Recruitment Strategies

Agencies use a wide variety of recruitment strategies to try to attract applicants.
Generally, the location and type of position determines the most effective
recruitment method and the amount of effort needed. However, there are general
trends in what methods agencies use and which ones they find to be most
productive. Not surprisingly, the strategies reported as the most common were also
reported as the most effective; the top four are listed in Table 3.
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Table 3. Recruitment Strategies Most Often Used by Federal Agencies

Strategy Purpose

Agency’s web site and/or USAJOBS Convey an improved Federal Government image and educate
applicants on benefits of working for the Government and
how to apply.

College visits and job fairs Expand agency exposure and rebuild relationships with
colleges, universities, and the public.

Paid advertising Target specific trade and professional audiences.

Professional networks Network with related professional organizations to identify
potential applicants and recruitment sources.

Agency Web Site/USAJOBS

Nearly all agencies indicated that they recruit through the Internet, using their own
agency web site, OPM’s USAJOBS.com site, or both. They also reported that the
Internet is one of the most effective recruitment methods, confirming that
automated recruitment is essential in today’s environment. Research indicates that
91 percent of the world’s 500 largest companies use the Internet for recruitment
purposes.'” About 20 million people participate on the recruitment site
Monster.com (representing 15 percent of the U.S. workforce), and job seeking is
the second most popular Internet activity.”” To take advantage of this trend, OPM
and individual agencies have spent much time and money upgrading their Internet
sites to convey an improved image to the public and educate potential applicants on
the benefits of working for the Government and how to apply.

OPM has hosted USAJOBS, a web site for Federal jobs seekers, since 1996 and
continually updates and improves the site. Some of its main features include
capabilities for applicants to create resumes, search Federal job announcements
using a variety of criteria, apply for an assortment of jobs on-line, access
employment information and forms, and register to receive notification of new

job postings.

The number and quality of agency recruitment sites are continually growing,.
Generally, these sites attempt to describe an agency’s mission and how employees
contribute to it, market and explain appealing job benefits, and list or link to the
agency’s current vacancy announcements. Some of the more enhanced sites list
recruitment fair information, provide employee testimonials on the advantages of
working for the agency, and list points of contact to talk to about agency careers.
On the other hand, some of the less advanced sites do no more than list or link to
vacancy listings, contain limited employment information, include broken links, or
bury employment information under multiple links.

"' Graeme Browning, “Embracing Online Recruiting,” Federal Computer Week, Apr. 8, 2002, htep://www.few.com.

12 Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, “Why Net Searches for Jobs Are So Popular,” Dec. 22,
2001, http://www.CNET.com.
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College Visits and Job Fairs

College visits and community job fairs are also popular recruitment strategies, with
about three-fourths of the organizations we surveyed reporting using them. Because
the Federal Government spent the 1990s downsizing and doing very little hiring,
many agencies reported having lost touch with colleges and universities. As
agencies rebuild their recruitment programs, many have found it necessary to also
rebuild their relationships with these institutions. These relationships are
particularly important when recruiting from outside the Government for entry-level
positions or seeking candidates with advanced degrees.

Agencies vary significantly in the reported number of college visits they make and
job fairs they attend. Some choose to participate in a large volume of events to
expand their exposure, whereas others prefer to focus on building strong
relationships with a smaller number of organizations. It is apparent, though, that
agencies are trying to increase their presence and name recognition. The majority
of surveyed agencies participate in at least a few college visits and job fairs per year.

Paid Advertising and Professional Networks

The other top recruitment methods are paid advertisements and networking
through professional organizations. Some agencies use print advertisements on a
regular basis. Those that do have typically found them to be most effective when
targeted to specific audiences or occupations. For instance, trade and professional
journals tend to be more effective than general newspaper ads for jobs requiring
specific skills or education levels. Networking with related professional
organizations helps develop positive relationships with potential applicants and with
professionals who are able to recommend high-quality candidates.

Mid- and Senior-Level Strategies

When recruiting for mid- to senior-level management positions, agencies tend to
use vacancy announcements, print advertising, and private recruiting firms targeted
at specific applicant pools. The limited number of reported strategies is not
surprising considering that agencies recruit for these positions on a case-by-case
basis and tend to select applicants from within Federal organizations. A recent
Partnership for Public Service study found that only 13 percent of fiscal year 2000
mid-career hires (GS 12-15) were filled by individuals from outside the
Government."

Marketing Materials

Marketing materials depicting an agency “brand” quite often complement all of
these recruitment strategies and attempt to present a professional image and
communicate employer strengths. Branding is the attempt to create a positive,
familiar image of the agency in the minds of applicants so they associate the

13 Partnership for Public Service, Mid-Career Hiring in the Federal Government: A Strategy for Change,
Washington, DC, Feb. 22, 2002.

A Report by the U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board 0



Governmentwide Findings

agency’s reputation with a positive place to work. To establish the brand, agencies
generally create an integrated package of marketing materials that are distributed to
applicants or promising applicant pools, including displays, brochures, posters,
print media, and recruitment web sites.

Internal Versus External Recruitment

It is interesting to note that the recruitment strategies agencies reported using most
often focus on increasing outreach beyond the Federal sector. The most likely
reason for this is that the Federal Government operates parallel internal and external
hiring operations. Vacancies filled through internal hiring — i.e., merit promotion —
are generally open to current or some former Federal employees who are already
knowledgeable about how to find and apply for vacancies. Federal employees are
also easily accessible through internal notification mechanisms, including hard copy
job announcements, e-mail, USAJOBS, and Intranet web sites. Therefore, it
appears that agencies are less likely to spend limited recruitment resources on
outreach efforts to this applicant pool. In contrast, vacancies filled through
competitive examining procedures are open to any qualified U.S. citizen and
therefore may be viewed as requiring more outreach and steps to educate job seekers
on how to apply.

Diversity Outreach

Achieving diversity is an increasingly important aspect of agency recruitment
practices. The Government sees diversity as an important way to promote fairness
and equity in the workplace, foster communication, creativity, innovation, and
respect among members of the workforce, and thereby increase the Government’s
ability to provide high-quality products and services to the American public. As
Government addresses its human capital challenges and reshapes its workforce, it is
presented with a valuable opportunity to increase the representation of minorities,
women, veterans, and the disabled, especially in occupations and grades where they
are currently underrepresented.

Many agencies are working to integrate diversity into their recruitment strategies.
They typically use the same strategies discussed above and target them at
recruitment sources that expand minority, women, veteran, and disability applicant
pools. The most common approach to diversity recruiting appears to be visiting
and establishing relationships with colleges and universities that have large
populations of targeted students, including Historically Black Colleges and
Universities and Hispanic Serving Institutions. Other common strategies include:

m Establishing intern programs targeted at minorities, such as the
National Association for Equal Opportunity in Higher Education
Internship Program and the Hispanic Association of Colleges and
Universities Internship Program;

® Partnering and networking with professional associations and organizations
whose members consist of persons who have been traditionally
underrepresented in the labor force;
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m Advertising in publications and on web sites whose focused readership include
minorities, women, veterans, and the disabled;

m Visiting and partnering with military transition centers;
m Using targeted mailings and e-mailings; and

m Partnering with special emphasis event coordinators.

Recruitment Funding

Adequate funding for recruitment activities is pivotal to ensuring a successful
recruitment program. The level of funding determines what kind of staff and
resources can be established for the recruitment program and what strategies can be
implemented, how often, and by whom. However, we found that it is difficult to
isolate and track agency recruitment spending.

First, agencies define “recruitment funds” differently. Some define the term
narrowly, tracking only the costs of implementing recruitment activities, such as
fees for job fairs, travel costs, and advertisements. Others take a broader view and
track the overall cost of the program, including costs related to developing
recruitment strategies, recruiter and HR specialist salaries, and financial incentives
for desirable candidates accepting a job offer.

The complexities of funding allocation also make it difficult to pinpoint overall
recruitment costs. Recruitment funds come from a variety of sources, such as the
HR office, the Equal Employment Opportunity office, the program office,
centralized agency funds, or a mixture of these sources. Further, different levels
within the organization (e.g., agency level, the subcomponent level, the field level,
or a combination) dedicate funds to recruitment activities, making total funding
even more difficult to determine.

Considering these complexities, it is not surprising that over one-third of the
responding organizations could not identify how much money they spend on
recruitment activities. The rest of the organizations varied dramatically in reported
costs, from no funding dedicated to recruitment to millions of dollars per year. Until
agencies can better account for their recruitment costs, it will be difficult to determine
the return on investment for these activities and to justify the expenditures.

Financial Incentives

Agencies have a wide variety of financial incentives available to them to help attract
and recruit applicants. A vast majority of agencies reported using these incentives,
though there is significant variation in the extent to which they are used. Some
offer them on a regular basis, others on a case-by-case basis, and still others only
rarely. The decision to use incentives appears to be based on mission needs,
availability of high-quality candidates, and/or availability of funding. They tend to
be used for hard-to-fill jobs, but are also used for exceptional candidates and certain
entry- or senior-level positions.
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The most common financial incentives cited include:
m Signing or recruitment bonuses,
m Payment of expenses related to relocating or first duty travel,

» Higher entry-level salaries based on superior qualifications.

Many agencies reported noncompetitive salary rates as one of the chief
constraints to Federal recruitment. Therefore, it is not surprising to note that
the most frequently used incentives are those geared toward alleviating starting
salary concerns.

Another incentive that agencies have available to them is the Student Loan
Repayment Program, which currently allows agencies to repay student loans up to
$10,000 per employee per year and up to a lifetime limit of $60,000.” Though
this program got off to a slow start in 2001, with only one agency using it that first
year, participation has increased significantly. In fiscal year 2003, 24 agencies
provided more than $9.1 million in repayment benefits to 2,077 Federal
employees.'® Because repaying student loans is a major concern for many recent
graduates, repayment aid is a valuable recruitment incentive. However, several of
our study participants indicated they do not utilize the program because they do
not have adequate funding for it.

Measuring Recruitment Success

Measuring the success of individual recruitment strategies and the overall program’s
ability to attract qualified candidates should be an integral component to any
recruitment program. Measuring costs, benefits, and results allows an organization
to determine which strategies attract the best candidates and, therefore, where
recruitment funding and resources should be targeted. Further, such evaluation can
help justify resource allocation to agency leadership.

Although most agencies report that their recruitment initiatives have been successful
in building a qualified workforce, little formal evaluation appears to occur. A few
agencies report attempting to assess the more quantitative aspects of their program,
such as the number and diversity of applicants, new hire performance, attainment
of hiring goals, and number of hires from individual recruitment sources. Those
that have done so have found the information useful in determining successful
approaches and informing future activities.

' A superior qualifications appointment is defined by the Code of Federal Regulations as an appointment
made at a rate above the minimum rate of the appropriate General Schedule grade because of the superior
qualifications of the candidate or a special need of the agency for the candidate’s services.

' When the program was implemented in 2001, agencies could authorize $6,000 per year and $40,000 per
lifetime. Public Law 108-123, signed November 11, 2003, increased the authority to its current levels.

16 U.S. Office of Personnel Management, Federal Student Loan Repayment Program: Fiscal Year 2003 Report to
the Congress, Washington, DC, May 2004.
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However, most agencies reported relying predominantly on managerial, recruiter,
and occasionally new hire feedback to determine their satisfaction with the
recruitment efforts. Few are implementing systematic, ongoing efforts to assess the
long-term impacts of their recruitment strategies, such as the quality and retention
of the workforce and whether they are meeting organizational needs. It is these
types of efforts, however, that will help agencies best determine where to
concentrate their resources for the best return on investment.

A number of agencies are implementing automated hiring tools with data collection
and analysis features that they expect will help them measure recruitment efforts.
However, MSPB has found in its study of automated Federal hiring that few
agencies are taking full advantage of these features.” Many use the systems to
capture basic applicant data and customer feedback but do not have the expertise to
use the more advanced aspects of the applications, such as tracking the success of
individual recruitment sources. In addition, many agencies do little advance
planning to determine their data needs before identifying system requirements and
are therefore left with automated capabilities more limited than need be.

Office of Personnel Management Assistance

As part of its mission, OPM is to assist agencies in building a high-quality and
diverse workforce. OPM has recently taken a number of important steps to help
agency recruitment efforts. It established new benefit programs agencies can use to
attract applicants, regulated hiring flexibilities to assist targeted recruitment efforts,
organized job fairs across the nation as well as a virtual information technology (IT)
job fair, and is redesigning USAJOBS to expand its capabilities and user-
friendliness.

We asked agencies what type of recruitment support they receive from OPM.
Although most agencies reported that they were not currently receiving assistance
from OPM, those that did receive various types of assistance found the following
areas to be most helpful:

= USAJOBS;
m Rating and ranking candidates for jobs;

® Job fairs, including the virtual IT job fair and the National Career
Services Conference;

® Developing recruiting materials.

We also asked agencies what challenges they face in the recruitment process. In
response, many agencies cited a number of recruitment barriers that fall under
OPM’s purview, including the complex and lengthy hiring process, differences in
availability of HR flexibilities among different agencies, constraints on entry-level
hiring, and the loss of HR expertise Governmentwide. These are discussed in more
detail in the next section of this report.

7 U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, Identifying Talent Through Technology: Automated Systems in Federal
Agencies, Washington, DC, August 2004, pp.1.
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gencies are generally positive about the progress they have made in their

recruitment efforts. Even so, some note that they still have individual

challenges meeting diversity goals and recruiting for certain skills,
occupations, and locations, and they are looking at ways to address these shortcomings.
In addition, they identified a number of systemic obstacles to successful recruitment
that cannot necessarily be addressed at the agency level. These are discussed below.

Length and Complexity of Hiring Process

The Federal hiring process is often a long process. The U.S. Government
Accountability Office (GAO) estimates that it takes an average of 102 days to
complete all of the steps in the competitive hiring procedure (from making the
request to fill the position to making the appointment).” However, a somewhat
lengthy process is not necessarily a bad thing. It takes time to recruit, assess, and
select the best candidate for a job, and quality should not be sacrificed for speed.
However, the longer the process takes, the more applicant attrition is likely to
increase as potential candidates accept positions with other employers. This is
particularly true for those top applicants who are simultaneously being recruited by
companies with faster hiring processes. Furthermore, for positions that require
background investigations or medical examinations, the process can take
substantially longer and result in even higher applicant attrition.

The Federal hiring process is also complicated. Many applicants claim they do not
understand how to apply, and this deters them from doing so. According to a
National Association of Colleges and Employers student survey, 37 percent of
respondents interested in Federal careers did not understand the application process,
and 49 percent thought the process was too lengthy and complicated.”
Unfortunately, vacancy announcements that are intended to instruct applicants on
how to apply are often badly written, confusing, and vague.® Though we cannot
calculate applicant attrition rates, agencies cited hiring regulations that make the

1# U.S. Government Accountability Office, Human Capital: Opportunities to Improve Executive Agencies
Hiring Processes, GAO-03-450, Washington, DC, May 2003, p. 11.

" Marilyn Mackes, “Keys to Finding Quality Entry-Level Employees,” National Association of Colleges and
Employers, Presentation for the National Academy for Public Administration, Washington, DC, Apr. 2001.

* U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, Help Wanted: A Review of Federal Vacancy Announcements,
Washington, DC, Apr. 2003.
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process lengthy and complex as the chief obstacle to successful recruitment. When
applicants lose interest in or are deterred from even applying for jobs, agencies lose
much of the return on investment for their recruiting efforts.

Image of Federal Employment

The Federal Government is currently at a distinct disadvantage in attracting and
competing for applicants largely because of its image. Several recent surveys
demonstrate that there is low interest in the Federal Government as an employer
compared to private and non-profit sector organizations. College graduates and
public policy graduate students tend to view entr