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(1) 

STRENGTHENING THE SENIOR 
EXECUTIVE SERVICE: A REVIEW OF 

CHALLENGES FACING THE GOVERNMENT’S 
LEADERSHIP CORPS 

TUESDAY MARCH 29, 2011 

U.S. SENATE,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON OVERSIGHT OF GOVERNMENT

MANAGEMENT, THE FEDERAL WORKFORCE,
AND THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA,

OF THE COMMITTEE ON HOMELAND SECURITY 
AND GOVERNMENTAL AFFAIRS,

Washington, DC. 
The Subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 10:04 a.m., in 

room 342, Dirksen Senate Office Building, Hon. Daniel K. Akaka, 
Chairman of the Subcommittee, presiding. 

Present: Senators Akaka and Johnson. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF SENATOR AKAKA 

Senator AKAKA. This hearing will come to order. 
Aloha and good morning to everyone. Thank you so much for 

joining us as the Subcommittee on Oversight of Government Man-
agement, the Federal Workforce and the District of Columbia 
meets to examine challenges facing the Senior Executive Service 
(SES). 

Today’s hearing on strengthening the government’s leadership 
corps is timely and important in this challenging climate. Agencies 
and Federal employees are being asked to do more with less. Look-
ing for ways to cut costs without compromising agency missions, 
they are rising to the challenge even while facing uncertainty about 
future resources and personnel. 

As the Federal Government’s senior managers, the SES is re-
sponsible for leading the workforce through these difficult times. 
The SES is essential to driving management priorities and pro-
moting efficiency within agencies and across the government. Each 
year through Presidential Rank Awards, we recognize outstanding 
senior executives whose innovation and management expertise save 
taxpayers billions of dollars. I am proud that such talented people 
have chosen a career in public service, and I believe that America 
has benefited as a result. 

Although the SES is critically important to efficient and effective 
government, it has been a number of years since Congress took a 
comprehensive governmentwide look at the Senior Executive Serv-
ice. Like any workforce, it faces its share of challenges. Many top 
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candidates do not want to apply to the SES. For years this Sub-
committee has been working to fix the broken Federal hiring proc-
ess, and we have made quite a bit of progress working closely with 
the Office of Personnel Management (OPM). 

But the hiring process for senior executive jobs is even more com-
plicated and longer than other jobs. A survey of chief human cap-
ital officers and upper level General Schedule (GS) employees in 
2009 found that the complex process deterred many employees 
from applying to the SES. It is time to focus on fixing the SES hir-
ing process. 

To make matters worse, there is little financial incentive to join 
the SES. In 2004, Congress enacted reforms that created a pay-for- 
performance system, raised the cap on SES pay and eliminated lo-
cality pay. The SES pay range is linked to congressional pay and 
over time it has not increase as fast as GS pay. As a result, the 
General Schedule pay scale overlaps substantially with the lower 
end of SES, particularly in areas where GS employees receive high-
er locality rates. 

Members of the SES carry critical responsibilities, often work 
long hours and have fewer employee protections, but they may 
bring home smaller paychecks than the employees they manage. 
The same 2009 survey found that many senior GS employees did 
not apply for the SES in part because the overlapping pay, often 
called pay compression, creates a financial disincentive. 

These general recruiting challenges have made attracting diverse 
candidates to government service and the SES even more difficult. 
In 2008, Congressman Danny Davis and I held a joint hearing to 
explore the issue of SES diversity. We also introduced legislation 
in the 110th and 111th Congresses aimed at increasing SES diver-
sity. There has been slow progress. As of June 2010, only 17 per-
cent of SES members were ethnic minorities, up from 16 percent 
3 years before, and only 31 percent were women, up from 29 per-
cent. 

So I am pleased that President Obama and OPM are also focused 
on this issue, creating the Office of Diversity and Inclusion (ODI). 
However, much work remains to be done. 

With 90 percent of the SES workforce eligible for normal or early 
retirement, it is critical that agencies focus on these pressing re-
cruitment challenges. We also need to make sure Federal employ-
ees are prepared when they apply for SES. This means mentoring 
employees throughout their careers and identifying those with 
leadership abilities. Agencies also must invest in in-depth opportu-
nities, including interagency rotations. 

The important topics we are exploring this morning involve com-
plicated issues without easy solutions, but the first step is focusing 
attention on the need for reform. I look forward to hearing from 
our witnesses this morning. 

And now I would like to call our Senator Ron Johnson for any 
comments he has to make, or an opening statement. 

Senator JOHNSON. 
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OPENING STATEMENT OF SENATOR JOHNSON 
Senator JOHNSON. Well, thank you, Senator Akaka. I would also 

like to thank the witnesses for your time and preparation, and 
coming to testify and be witnesses here today. 

First of all, I do want to thank you, Mr. Chairman, for holding 
this hearing. This is extremely important. Our Federal Govern-
ment, this year, is facing a $1.65 trillion deficit. We simply cannot 
afford to have inefficient and ineffective government. And, if we are 
going to become more efficient, if we are going to become more ef-
fective, it absolutely requires leadership, and that points to leader-
ship from top managers within our government. 

In reviewing the briefing materials for today’s hearing, I thought 
it was somewhat interesting the SES, my understanding, was cre-
ated about 32 years ago, in 1978 under the Civil Service Reform 
Act (CSRA). That is about as long as I have been in business. And 
just so the witnesses know, my background really is in building a 
business over the last 31 years from a small, to what I would con-
sider a medium-size business. So I have gone through the chal-
lenges of hiring talent, top talent, in the private sector. 

So my perspective—I think the questions I will be asking—is 
going to come from that perspective of a small, innovative, lean, 
mean type of management machine which of course is what govern-
ment is not. 

And I think in today’s economic environment with the budgetary 
constraints, I think that is exactly the type of culture, a culture of 
continuous improvement of efficiency and effectiveness, that we 
have to try and bring to government because—let’s face it—we ask 
government to do an awful lot and they are going to end up having 
to do a lot more with less money. So we are going to have to be-
come efficient. 

But, Senator Akaka, I want to second what you said about the 
quality of the workforce. I mean in my very short period of time 
here I have met a number of people who work in agencies, and they 
are top-flight people. They are dedicated. They are hardworking. 

And so I think the question is how can we retain, how can we 
attract top people to provide that type of effective leadership be-
cause in the end leadership is just incredibly important. 

So again, I am looking forward to hearing the testimony. And, as 
a manufacturer, I am always looking for the root cause. So I guess 
one of the questions I will be starting out, and you can start think-
ing about it now, is what was the problem we were trying to solve 
in 1978, how well have we solved it and what needs to be fixed. 

So with that, I will turn over to Ms.—is it Kichak? Kichak, OK. 
Or, I guess probably back to the Chairman. You probably will turn 
it over to her, right? Thank you. 

Senator AKAKA. Thank you so much, Senator Johnson, for your 
opening statement, and that helps us set the tone for today’s hear-
ing. 

I would like to welcome today’s first witness to the Sub-
committee—Ms. Nancy Kichak, Chief Human Capital Officer 
(CHCO) and Assistant Director of Strategic Human Resource Policy 
at the Office of Personnel Management (OPM). She has been before 
this Subcommittee many times and has been very helpful to us 
over the years. 
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As you know, it is a custom of the Subcommittee to swear in all 
witnesses, and I would like to ask you to please stand and raise 
your right hand. 

Do you swear that the testimony you are about to give this Sub-
committee is the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, 
so help you, God? 

Ms. KICHAK. Yes. 
Senator AKAKA. Thank you. Let it be noted for the record that 

the witness answered in the affirmative. 
And I want the witness to know that while your oral statement 

is limited to 7 minutes your entire statement will be included in 
the record. 

Ms. Kichak, will you please proceed with your statement? 

STATEMENT OF NANCY KICHAK, ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR FOR 
EMPLOYEE SERVICE AND CHIEF HUMAN CAPITAL OFFICER, 
U.S. OFFICE OF PERSONNEL MANAGEMENT 

Ms. KICHAK. Thank you, Chairman Akaka and Ranking Member 
Johnson. Thank you for inviting me here today to talk about the 
current State of the Senior Executive Service. 

We are in an unusually challenging period for the SES and for 
the civil service generally. Members of the Senior Executive Service 
are the leaders charged with recognizing challenging environments, 
overcoming obstacles and bringing about change in the way govern-
ment does business. At a time when we truly need the best and the 
brightest in our executive corps, and when senior managers are ex-
pected to achieve even greater results with limited resources, the 
funds available for executive pay, awards, training and professional 
development are severely limited. 

At the same time, career SES members are being asked to lead 
and motivate a workforce whose own compensation and career op-
portunities are under attack. However, the government’s senior 
leaders have been chosen carefully and will rise to the occasion. 

Last year, the President’s Management Council (PMC) launched 
an initiative on improving the SES led by (OPM) and the Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB). OPM and OMB began by con-
sulting with a range of experts including past and present SES 
members, the Senior Executives Association (SEA) and the Part-
nership for Public Service (PPS). A number of working groups were 
formed, representing 19 Federal agencies. We are now working to 
implement their recommendations in the areas of senior leadership 
engagement, recruitment and career development. 

More than half of current SES members will be eligible to retire 
within the next 2 years. As these leaders are replaced, we must re-
cruit from the most talented, diverse, high quality pools of execu-
tive candidates, including sources outside the Federal Government. 
The PMC working groups are currently coordinating among agen-
cies to jointly recruit SES candidates with marketing and outreach 
strategies focused both inside and outside the government, with the 
objective of appropriately supporting diversity and veterans’ em-
ployment. 

Agencies cannot expect to have an effective senior executive 
corps if they do not provide robust career development opportuni-
ties. Some techniques for fostering career development in this cur-
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rent fiscal climate include agencies pooling resources to provide 
shared educational offerings and partnering to share rotational op-
portunities. 

Another major element of the SES initiative is improving per-
formance management. Under the PMC initiative, an agency work-
ing group is developing proposals to improve certification and per-
formance management. The President’s Management Advisory 
Board, made up of leaders from the private sector, is also sharing 
its knowledge of effective private sector practices. 

We are working to improve the hiring process and reduce the 
current time to hire of 117 days. One improvement is allowing the 
applicant to apply with a resume that provides evidence of Execu-
tive Core Qualifications (ECQs). An independent Qualifications Re-
view Board (QRB) confirms the qualifications have been met. 

As you said in your opening statement, Mr. Chairman, we have 
made some progress on diversity, but it is not enough. We cannot 
be complacent about the importance of stepping up our efforts. We 
strive not only to improve the diversity of our senior leaders but 
also to foster a culture of inclusiveness. 

Measures designed to enhance diversity within the SES include 
connecting agencies with special emphasis and affinity groups, in-
creasing the candidate pool through resume-based applications and 
providing increased rotational assignments for potential future 
leaders. In addition, Director Berry and Deputy Director Griffin es-
tablished an Office of Diversity and Inclusion to develop and co-
ordinate governmentwide policy and initiatives to promote diver-
sity. 

Finally, we cannot forget that agencies’ ability to recruit and re-
tain outstanding individuals into our senior executive corps is also 
affected by pay. Senior executives’ pay has not kept pace with that 
of the workforce they manage. Nevertheless, since most Federal 
employees’ pay is frozen at this time, we do not believe it is appro-
priate to exclude the workforce’s senior leaders from the freeze ap-
plied to the employees they manage. 

We must bring all of our best thinking and creativity to bear on 
how to make our SES recruitment, career development and per-
formance management programs as effective as they can possibly 
be. We at OPM look forward to the work ahead. 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify before you today. 
Senator AKAKA. Thank you very much. You testified that im-

provements to the SES depend on support from agency heads. 
What steps is OPM taking to engage senior leadership and focus 
attention on cultivating the SES? 

Ms. KICHAK. Well, first of all, the President has addressed the 
importance of the PMC, the President’s Management Council’s ini-
tiatives. Deputy Director Zients of OMB, has also placed emphasis 
on this along with Director Berry. So, we have the very senior lead-
ership of government engaged. 

But in our hiring reform efforts for the government as a whole, 
we have made a major point of the fact that managers have to en-
gage in the hiring process, that this is not something where you 
just post a job and somebody in the Human Resources (HR) shop 
looks to see who the best candidate is. So that emphasis at the 
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6 

agency level is being driven by the CHCOs, as well as by the senior 
managers. 

So, once we engage the senior managers in all hiring, in hiring 
of the general workforce, it is going to become apparent that same 
engagement needs to happen with the Senior Executive Service. 

Senator AKAKA. Over the years, one of our challenges has been 
reducing hiring time. 

Ms. KICHAK. Right. 
Senator AKAKA. As you know, it takes 117 days on average from 

the end of an SES vacancy announcement until materials are re-
viewed by a qualifications review board. OPM is piloting a resume- 
based application process which could be one method for reducing 
hiring time while upholding high standards for SES selection. Will 
you please tell us more about that pilot program, including what 
challenges you have encountered and how you are addressing 
them? 

Ms. KICHAK. Yes. Thank you. 
We have three agencies that are using only resume-based appli-

cations. We also have a working group that continues to work on 
how to improve that process, and we run training sessions for the 
individuals in agencies who are focused on overseeing the hiring 
and the care and maintenance of the SES. So we are doing train-
ing. We are actively engaging in using it. There is nothing like test-
ing it out to make it work better. 

One challenge that we are facing is that some folks do not know 
how to use a resume correctly; they have written a resume that 
they use to apply for any job; and they have not focused that re-
sume on what is important to senior leaders. 

What we are looking for are people who can drive change. We are 
looking for people who are going beyond the managing a project 
well to managing a project well when they have to deal with many 
different interests in which some of the interests see things dif-
ferently. So they have to work in somewhat of an adverse environ-
ment. 

And so resumes that focus on people’s activities rather than the 
results they have achieved and how they have changed the envi-
ronment they are currently working in sometimes do not pass mus-
ter. People need to understand that these are very high level, very 
senior jobs that are driving change in the Federal Government. 

Senator AKAKA. Another kind of change we are looking at in an 
effort to increase progress is that of recruiting diverse candidates 
to public service. I care deeply about this and we have talked about 
it before. 

Are minorities, women, and other underrepresented groups being 
selected for career development programs at the same rate as their 
participation in the Federal workforce, and what is OPM doing to 
increase their participation in these programs? 

Ms. KICHAK. We are currently working with the PMC subgroups, 
or working groups, to develop ways to come together as agencies, 
to not just work in agency silos but to recruit across the diverse 
groups, so that we can increase our recruiting powers, so that we 
are not just waiting for people to come to us, but we are reaching 
out. 
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We are establishing relationships with groups representing di-
verse populations. So, that they know the kind of jobs available in 
the Federal Government, and they will be drawn to apply for them. 

We are developing candidate development programs that have 
those same qualities, that have searched broadly for candidates in-
side and outside the Federal Government, so we can reach to the 
broadest pool possible. 

So those are some of the techniques we are using to appeal to 
these candidates. 

Senator AKAKA. Ms. Kichak, I recently held a hearing to explore 
how the Federal Government could better attract and accommodate 
people with disabilities. OPM keeps data on the number of women 
and ethnic minorities in the SES. My question is: Is similar data 
available for other groups such as people with disabilities? 

Ms. KICHAK. We do have some data for people with disabilities 
in the SES, and I can get that for you for the record. I have it in 
my notes somewhere, but I am not going to dig for it if that is OK. 

Senator AKAKA. Yes. Well, you testified that overlapping pay 
rates between the GS and SES create a recruiting challenge—— 

Ms. KICHAK. They do. 
Senator AKAKA [continuing]. And sometimes result in employees 

making more than their supervisors. What specific solutions should 
Congress consider to address pay compression? 

Ms. KICHAK. Well, we would like to work with you on that in the 
future. We do believe that right now is not the appropriate time 
to promote any kind of increase in pay for the senior executives be-
cause they are leading a workforce whose pay is frozen. And for 
employee morale purposes, I think that the senior executives 
should be in the same boat with their employees. This is a pay- 
freeze time and a difficult fiscal climate, and we in the executive 
service want to serve alongside the people who work for us. 

Senator AKAKA. Thank you. Now let me call on Senator Johnson 
for any questions he may have for you. Senator Johnson. 

Senator JOHNSON. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
And Ms. Kichak, again, thanks. Thanks for coming before us 

here today. 
Let me get back to what I alluded to in my opening comments 

about bring me up to speed. What was the purpose of establishing 
the SES back in 1978? 

I mean what was the problem? What was trying to be addressed 
and how well has that been addressed over the last 31 years? 

Ms. KICHAK. It is my understanding that one of the things that 
happened at that time was to make the Senior Executive Service 
more like the private sector. And so the pay system was set so that 
the senior executives got not only a pay increase but a larger bonus 
than is normally given in the Federal Government, and that was 
looked at as part of the SES compensation, with the idea of driving 
more innovation and motivating the SES to be more creative and 
take more risks. 

Over time, in managing through difficult financial times, there 
have been requests to limit the bonuses for the SES, and there has 
been a lack of recognition that the pay system is different for the 
Senior Executive Service than the rest of the Federal Government. 
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So, I think that is one thing where it has not quite worked out as 
intended. 

The other thing that is talked about is that the SES should be 
more mobile, and as they are trained they are a corporate resource, 
which is why OPM reviews the final selection of every SES. They 
are supposed to be appropriate for leadership in any agency. How-
ever, the SES has not moved that much. 

Now, I think the question to ask there is whether that original 
vision was a good vision or whether the fact that some SESers are 
becoming more specialized is also appropriate, and I know other 
witnesses are going to address that. But many of the SES jobs are 
such things as chief information officers (CIOs), requiring some 
technical expertise; chief financial officers (CFOs), certainly requir-
ing technical expertise. And so it might be time to reconsider that 
initial vision and recognize the fact that with these leadership jobs 
are such that many of them are not simply high-level management 
jobs but also high-level technical jobs. 

Senator JOHNSON. So initially, the SES was set up to provide the 
incentives and a pay differential between just general service em-
ployees versus managers, and that originally worked, but now that 
pay scale has just been compressed? Is that the—— 

Ms. KICHAK. It has been compressed, yes. 
Senator JOHNSON. Again, reading the briefing materials, it 

sounds like there is a real reluctance now for GS–14 and 15s to 
move into the SES. I mean other than the pay compression are 
there other problems? Are there other reasons why people do not 
want to move into the higher management levels? 

Ms. KICHAK. Well, I would say, first of all, right now we are get-
ting good applicants for the jobs. So, the situation as to whether 
folks apply for government jobs does vary with the economy, and 
right now the Federal Government happens to be a good place to 
work because of what is going on outside of the Federal Govern-
ment. However, it has not always been the case and certainly was 
less so 3 or 4 years ago when the economy was good and salaries 
were attractive in the private sector. 

But I think the other issue we are dealing with is that these are 
difficult jobs. I mean there is only one SESer for every 250 people 
in the Federal Government. So, they are high pressure, a lot of 
work, extra hours; and there is risk involved; and you are leading 
change. 

So, if you are looking for work-life balance, an SES job might not 
be the best place to go. You are asked to give more. 

But if you are looking for a challenge and an opportunity to real-
ly make a difference; and you have the time and stamina for the 
extra hours; it is a good place to be. 

Senator JOHNSON. Do you have any idea of what the average size 
of governmental entity is being managed by some in the SES? 

Ms. KICHAK. Well, again, if you look at the numbers of SES com-
pared to the population, it is about 1 to 250. Now, that means be-
cause a lot of the policy offices and some of the very senior people 
are only managing a smaller number, there are many SESers man-
aging 500 to 1,000 people. 

Senator JOHNSON. OK. I was thinking more in terms of dollar 
size. I mean are they managing entities that are on average a bil-
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lion dollars in size, 10 billion dollars? I mean do you have any kind 
of estimate of that? 

Ms. KICHAK. I do not, but I can tell you, for example, at OPM 
we have 1 SES manager running the $40 billion Federal Employ-
ees Health Benefits (FEHB). So, they might not be managing a lot 
of people, maybe only 30 or 40 people, but they are responsible for 
enormous expenditures. 

Senator JOHNSON. The reason I ask the question is again I come 
from the private sector. 

Ms. KICHAK. Right. 
Senator JOHNSON. So I take a look at what is the incentive from 

somebody, a top-flight manager from the private sector, to come in 
the government and compare the incredible responsibilities you 
have if you are managing a $40 billion agency. And somebody in 
the private sector managing a $40 billion company is probably 
going to make more than what an SES employee is going to make, 
correct? 

Ms. KICHAK. Yes. 
Senator JOHNSON. How do we bridge that gap? Is that not sort 

of at the root cause of the problem here? 
Ms. KICHAK. I would say two things. No. 1, looking at pay is real-

ly critically important, but those of us in the SES never forget how 
important it is and what gratification we receive from serving our 
country and making a difference. 

Senator JOHNSON. And I would agree. People come to govern-
ment for a different reason. 

Ms. KICHAK. Right. 
Senator JOHNSON. I will raise my hand and say that is why I do 

it as well. 
How often do we find let’s say retired top-flight executives that 

would actually want to come in government and serve their coun-
try? 

How easy or how difficult is it for us to actually track those folks 
and bring some of those top-flight managers from the private sector 
on to serve the country later in their careers? 

Ms. KICHAK. I do not have any data on that; I see people coming 
in to serve, but I do not see any heads of major corporations. In 
my limited experience, I have not seen those people coming into the 
Federal Government. I know it happens. I know we have had some 
of that in the financial industries, but I do not think it is the com-
mon solution. 

Senator JOHNSON. OK. Well, thank you. Mr. Chairman. 
Senator AKAKA. Thank you very much, Senator Johnson. 
We will have another round of questions for you, Ms. Kichak. 
I was troubled, Ms. Kichak, when Government Executive re-

ported yesterday that senior executives at the Department of En-
ergy (DOE) may be forced to give back performance awards that 
were received at the end of 2010. Will you please explain this situa-
tion, including the number of affected senior executives and wheth-
er OPM officials directed agencies to revoke SES performance 
awards? 

Ms. KICHAK. OK. The situation reported was that the Depart-
ment of Energy gave two pay raises to SES employees within cal-
endar year 2010. The laws and regulations specifically prohibit two 
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10 

pay raises within a calendar year except under very specific cir-
cumstances such as an employee changing positions, taking on 
more responsibility or changing agency. None of the exceptions ap-
plied. So the Department of Energy was in violation of the statute. 

We pointed that out to the Department of Energy. They chose to 
take corrective action and revoke the pay raises that were given in-
correctly. It impacted about 220 senior executives. 

Senator AKAKA. Ms. Kichak, you testified about the President’s 
Management Council initiative—— 

Ms. KICHAK. Right. 
Senator AKAKA [continuing]. To provide interagency rotational 

experience for certain GS employees. Will you please elaborate on 
this initiative, including which agencies are participating, the 
length of rotations and any plans to expand the project. 

Ms. KICHAK. I do not know, specifically, which agencies are work-
ing on our working group, but in the PMC initiative covers—we 
had 19 agencies participate in all of the working groups. 

So, this working group is developing the system, and then every 
agency will have an opportunity to participate in it. We are devel-
oping a website to enable any Federal agency to see what rota-
tional opportunities are available. So, once we get the requirements 
in place, what a rotation looks like and we get the website fully 
operational, we will be able to get all of the agencies to participate 
in that project. 

Senator AKAKA. Ms. Kichak, I was pleased that the Office of Per-
sonnel Management reestablished a Senior Executive Resource Of-
fice in the year 2009. Please elaborate on this office’s work, includ-
ing what role it has in the career development and also the SES 
training initiatives you discuss in your testimony. 

Ms. KICHAK. OK. The SES office that we have established is re-
sponsible for oversight of all matters concerning the Senior Execu-
tive Service. This includes how to recruit and how to certify. The 
office runs the qualifications review boards. It is leading these 
working groups through the President’s Management Council. It 
has worked closely with the President’s Management Council and 
is bringing together the agencies I have talked about on the work-
ing group. 

It also was the office responsible for regulating how we imple-
mented the previous legislation requiring training for supervisors, 
which I recognize are not the SES, but they are often the feeder 
pool for the SES. 

And it has been working very closely with agencies to start col-
lecting data on who is trained, what kind of training they have, 
and what the cost of that training is. We have made a big effort 
to do that. The data is still not very reliable because we are relying 
on the agencies to input it into the system, but this office does that. 

The office issues policy on the SES. It also reviews the perform-
ance management systems for the SES and certifies those systems 
for all the agencies in the Federal Government. It makes sure that 
the performance management systems in place drive results and 
are aligned with the agencies’ missions, so that executives know 
what is expected of them. 

So it has brought together all of those functions. 
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11 

Senator AKAKA. As you know, Ms. Kichak, SES candidate devel-
opment and continued training are inconsistent and vary between 
agencies. I appreciate OPM’s focus on candidate development, in-
cluding encouraging agencies to work together and pool their re-
sources. Does OPM have plans to help agencies implement govern-
mentwide standards for these development programs? 

Ms. KICHAK. Yes. I should have added that one of the additional 
functions of this SES office is exactly that. The standards are al-
ready in place for what a good candidate development program 
would consist of. Our office works with agencies to help them es-
tablish those programs. When the agency applies to us for certifi-
cation of their program, we work with them to make sure that cer-
tification happens. 

So, we look to see that they are recruiting widely for members; 
that they are paying attention to diversity; that they have good 
training programs in place; and that they have valid assignments 
that their candidates are going to engage in that will help them de-
velop adequately. We look to see that selections are merit-based be-
cause people who graduate from a certified candidate development 
program are eligible for immediate conversion into the SES if there 
is an appropriate position available for them. 

Senator AKAKA. Ms. Kichak, I thank you so much for your re-
sponses. This will be my final question, and it has two parts. First, 
what are your top three priorities for strengthening the SES in the 
coming years, and the second is what actions should Congress con-
sider to aide these efforts? 

Ms. KICHAK. I would say that our first priority is recruiting di-
verse candidates, a wide pool of folks, so that we can have a good 
group of people to select from. 

I would say our second priority is improving the hiring process. 
So, once we have recruited from that group we can get them to 
apply and then move them through the process, so they can become 
senior executives. 

And then once we get them in, I would say our third priority is 
caring for them once they are in, and that is why we are working 
on such things as onboarding and mentoring and ways to make 
sure that when they transition into the Senior Executive Service 
and when we ask them to rise to these challenges that we are sup-
porting them in that effort. 

Those were our three. 
And what was your second question? 
Senator AKAKA. Yes, the second question is what actions should 

Congress consider to aid these efforts? 
Ms. KICHAK. I would suggest that—— 
Senator AKAKA. Of course, this is legislative type of efforts. 
Ms. KICHAK. I think a lot of what I have laid out before you, we 

can already do, and we are engaged in those efforts. But we would 
be glad to work with you. I know that you had a bill in the past 
that has some things in it, and we would be glad to work with you 
to see if there are additional things such as more training and 
more developmental opportunities that we could work with you on 
for the future in legislation. 

Senator AKAKA. Thank you very much for your responses. 
Ms. KICHAK. Thank you. 
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Senator AKAKA. Senator Johnson. 
Senator JOHNSON. Thank you again, Mr. Chairman. 
You just mentioned onboarding. That was a new term. I had 

never heard that before going through the briefing. So can you just 
describe in a little greater what you mean by onboarding? 

Ms. KICHAK. Right. Onboarding is trying not just to bring the 
new person in and show them their desk and wave goodbye. It is 
introducing them, making sure they are introduced to the history 
of the agency, the mission of the agency, and getting to meet the 
folks in the agency that they are going to have to deal with to be 
effective, making sure they know who the players are and finding 
them a mentor and a coach. So, that if they are met with any par-
ticular challenge, somebody could tell them who the right people to 
go to are. 

It is also giving them training in such things as the ethics re-
quired to operate in the Government environment and what some 
of the procurement rules are like and what some of the hiring rules 
are like. So, that they make sure that in their hiring and devel-
oping of staff they comply with veterans’ preference and all the 
things that matter in managing a Federal workforce. 

So, onboarding is just making sure that when somebody enters 
into the agency and is new in the Senior Executive Service, they 
understand what is expected of them, so that they can deliver. 

Senator JOHNSON. How long a process do you think that nor-
mally takes? 

Ms. KICHAK. Well, we think the first 3 months are critical, but 
in our developing of onboarding, we are committing to making sure 
we stay with that senior executive for their first year of service. 

Senator JOHNSON. OK. Thank you. 
You mentioned one of your top goals, recruiting a diverse appli-

cant pool. How do you recruit? I mean how does the Federal Gov-
ernment recruit folks? 

Ms. KICHAK. Well, we post our jobs on USAJOBS, and so some-
times we are expecting people to look there. But we are doing more 
with electronics because it is cost-effective. So, we are developing 
a recruiting tool for USAJOBS where we identify areas where we 
can send the announcement that might have the appropriate can-
didates. For example, if we are recruiting for a chief information— 
an information technology (IT)—person, we would be sending it to 
professional organizations that support folks with information tech-
nology. 

We are developing relationships with affinity groups that rep-
resent certain demographics of the Federal Government, so that we 
can let them know that those jobs are there. We participate in 
some of their functions, so that we appear, tell them what is going 
on in the Federal Government, tell them what opportunities we 
have and encourage them to apply. 

Senator JOHNSON. Is the recruitment process, is that across the 
government? 

I mean does every agency utilize the same recruitment process? 
Are they all separate? I mean do each agencies recruit in their own 
way? 

Ms. KICHAK. Each agency recruits in its own way. 
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Now, one of the initiatives that we have started, coming out of 
this recent PMC initiative, is that we are teaming with other agen-
cies to do that, so that we can get out there more. One agency 
would have trouble going to a lot of different places. So, if we share 
the kinds of jobs we are looking for, then we will be talking about 
other agencies’ jobs when we are out talking to people. 

Senator JOHNSON. How often are qualified applicants shared 
within agencies? In other words, if you are recruiting for one posi-
tion, you end up with five or six really solid applicants, are those 
shared then throughout the Federal Government? 

Ms. KICHAK. Currently, that is not happening. Now, that is one 
of the things that we are working on. In our hiring reform project 
we have suggested some legislative language that would allow us 
to share applications among agencies because there are some con-
cerns that, if you apply for X job, do you want other people to know 
that you are looking? And so we have to share those applications 
appropriately, and we are, we have been working on ways to try 
to make that happen without violating people’s rights. 

Senator JOHNSON. Right, right, right. You mentioned your second 
goal, improving the hiring process. I mean what are the current 
problems involved in the hiring process right now, the top two or 
three? 

Ms. KICHAK. I think the problem is that we did—until very re-
cently the only way to apply for an SES job was to write essays 
on how you have met certain capabilities, and those are the capa-
bilities like how you led change, how you drove results. In other 
words, we did not use a resume that said I worked here and I had 
this job and I had this job. 

You had to write and say not only did I have this job, but in this 
job this is the difference I made. This was my impact, not just 
being there. 

And so the application process got very long. People had to write 
what was called ECQs and they could not use a resume. So, that 
was a disincentive for some people to apply. 

We have now made using resumes allowable. We are doing that, 
but certain agencies are fearful of doing it because that is not how 
they have always done business. And that is why we are training 
and working through these committees. 

Senator JOHNSON. Would you consider that process pretty detri-
mental to trying to attract people from the private sector that are 
totally not used to that type of process? 

Ms. KICHAK. Well, I do know that it has been detrimental. 
I also know, though, that in executive recruitment sometimes in 

the private sector they use these grand assessment tools and put 
people through assessment programs to see what their leadership 
qualifications are. So, this paperwork exercise, although detri-
mental and we are trying to improve it, definitely helped us look 
for that extra edge. 

Again, the senior executives are in a very special place. They are 
very, very much the leaders. They are not just the supervisors and 
managers, who are critical to the Federal Government also, but 
they are the change agents. And so we are looking for extraor-
dinary talent. 

VerDate Nov 24 2008 09:11 Aug 24, 2011 Jkt 067120 PO 00000 Frm 00017 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6633 P:\DOCS\67120.TXT JOYCEH
60

5-
41

33
1-

79
W

7 
w

ith
 D

IS
T

IL
LE

R



14 

Senator JOHNSON. How closely have we benchmarked the govern-
ment’s hiring process to the hiring process of major corporations 
that also are hiring top-flight managers for large jobs? 

Ms. KICHAK. We continue to look at what the private sector does. 
I do not think we have a benchmark that would stand up to a rig-
orous analysis, however. 

Senator JOHNSON. OK. Again, thank you for your testimony. 
Ms. KICHAK. You are welcome. 
Senator JOHNSON. Mr. Chairman. 
Senator AKAKA. Thank you very much, Senator Johnson, for your 

questions. 
I want to say thank you very much, Ms. Kichak, for your re-

sponses. 
Ms. KICHAK. Thank you very much. 
Senator AKAKA. It certainly will be helpful to us. 
Ms. KICHAK. Thank you. 
Senator AKAKA. Thank you very much for being here. 
I would like to welcome today’s second panel of witnesses: Ms. 

Carol Bonosaro who is President of the Senior Executives Associa-
tion and Mr. Max Stier, President and Chief Executive Officer 
(CEO) of the Partnership for Public Service. 

As you both know, it is the custom of this Subcommittee to swear 
in all witnesses, and I ask you to please stand and raise your hand 
and take this oath. 

Do you solemnly swear that the testimony you are about to give 
this Subcommittee is the truth, the whole truth and nothing but 
the truth, so help you, God? 

Ms. BONOSARO. I do. 
Mr. STIER. Absolutely. 
Senator AKAKA. Thank you very much. Let it be noted that the 

witnesses replied in the affirmative. 
And I want the witnesses to know that while your oral state-

ments are limited to 5 minutes your entire statements will be in-
cluded in the record. 

Ms. Bonosaro, will you please proceed with your statement? 

STATEMENT OF CAROL BONOSARO, PRESIDENT, SENIOR 
EXECUTIVES ASSOCIATION 

Ms. BONOSARO. Yes. Thank you, Chairman Akaka and Ranking 
Member Johnson, for the opportunity to testify on the challenges 
facing the Senior Executive Service. 

SEA has represented the interests of the career executive corps 
for the past 30 years, almost since the inception of the SES. The 
almost 7,000 SES executives are critical to a high performing gov-
ernment. However, we are now seeing troubling signs that are like-
ly to affect the future corps. Difficulties with recruitment and re-
tention, a pay and performance management system that requires 
reforms and a lack of focus on strengthening career leadership may 
well lead to loss of quality within the SES. 

In 2009, SEA surveyed GS–14s and 15s regarding their views of 
the SES. Over 12,000 responses confirmed there is a recruitment 
problem brewing. Potential applicants are losing interest in aspir-
ing to the SES, and the detractors of the system outweigh the at-

VerDate Nov 24 2008 09:11 Aug 24, 2011 Jkt 067120 PO 00000 Frm 00018 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6633 P:\DOCS\67120.TXT JOYCEH
60

5-
41

33
1-

79
W

7 
w

ith
 D

IS
T

IL
LE

R



15 

tractors. Comprehensive reform is necessary to address the cur-
rently skewed risk to reward ratio for the SES. 

Following is a summary of the major problem areas we see in our 
proposals for reform: 

First, SEA has consistently supported legislation to increase di-
versity in the SES. We believe this is achievable only through ade-
quate data, a strong pipeline and strong central leadership. Al-
though we applaud OPM Director Berry’s reestablishing the SES 
Resource Office, it should be required in statute to ensure its con-
tinuity in future administrations. 

Second, over the years, we have observed a diminished role for 
career executives as layers of political appointees have multiplied, 
and many formerly career positions are filled by political ap-
pointees. The lack of career leadership at certain top positions has 
resulted in a loss of continuity and expertise as well as diminished 
opportunities for career advancement. Given the focus on stream-
lining operations, reducing redundant programs and identifying 
cost savings, agencies must have a strong leadership corps to over-
see these initiatives on a long-term basis. Therefore, SEA rec-
ommends that agencies place high performing career executives in 
the Assistant Secretary for Administration and other key positions 
at each agency, specifically at the chief level. 

Third, given our experience with the SES pay and performance 
management system since 2004, SEA believes it must be modified 
to ensure both that quality applicants will aspire to the SES and 
that we will retain the experienced executives needed in these chal-
lenging times. 

The SES is not seen by many as a desirable career goal because 
senior executives take on more duties, work longer hours, yet re-
ceive no compensatory time, no locality pay and no guaranteed an-
nual comparability pay raises, all of which are part of the General 
Schedule compensation. Further, SES annual pay increases are en-
tirely discretionary, irrespective of performance. And although 
quotas are prohibited, it appears that agencies have applied de 
facto quotas and sometimes reduced executives’ ratings without ex-
planation, perhaps in the belief that reducing the number of out-
standing ratings would enable their systems to achieve certifi-
cation. 

For the system to work, senior executives have to believe that it 
is fair and transparent. To strengthen the system, we recommend 
that performance awards be included in the high-three annuity cal-
culation. This would make SES an attractive career goal for the 
best applicants, and it recognizes the reality that performance 
awards have become an integral part of the SES compensation sys-
tem. 

We also recommend that new senior executives receive a 5 per-
cent salary increase upon entry to mitigate some of the pay overlap 
between the SES and GS systems. 

In addition, we recommend that each senior executive be given 
a written explanation if his or her rating is lowered and that the 
use of quotas be statutorily prohibited. 

Fourth, building a pipeline of qualified candidates and creating 
a culture where continuing development is the norm is also impor-
tant for a strong SES system. The commitment to both is uneven 
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across government. Onboarding should be provided to new execu-
tives as well as continuing professional development throughout an 
executive’s career. 

Fifth, many believe that the SES was created with the intent 
that it be a corps of mobile executives. However, the intent of the 
1978 act was that the SES corps be flexible and that agencies be 
able to assign senior executives where needed. Mobility was not 
seen as an end in itself. 

Over 40 percent of the GS–14s and 15s responding to SEA’s sur-
vey said the possibility of mandatory geographic reassignment was 
a top detractor to entering the SES. Many commented on the 
threat of being reassigned. Agencies should have the discretion to 
use mobility to meet strategic goals, but participation in rotation 
programs should not be a precondition to entry unless rotation op-
portunities are made available to the candidates to enable them to 
meet the requirement. 

OPM should also create a registry that includes information on 
all executives’ experience, education, training and professional de-
velopment interests for agencies to use when seeking candidates for 
vacancies as well as in time of critical need. Agencies can also use 
such information to manage succession planning, identify needed 
development and provide mobility opportunities for their executive 
corps. 

Finally, the complexities of the SES hiring process can be a de-
terrent to some applicants, especially those from outside govern-
ment. We are concerned that the move to a resume-only process 
not diminish the need for careful assessment to ensure that appli-
cants to the SES actually possess the required executive capabili-
ties. 

Perhaps of even more concern is the suggestion that agencies 
abolish their qualifications review boards. Careful QRB consider-
ation of SES selections is designed to ensure that merit principles 
are followed. Furthermore, OMB has found—OPM, pardon me, has 
found that QRBs add, at most, 2 weeks to the hiring process, often 
the lengthiest part of which stems from the higher level signoffs re-
quired at the agency level for SES hires. 

In conclusion, the areas of reform for the SES are wide-ranging. 
Congress has the opportunity to consider comprehensive reform 
rather than a piecemeal approach. We look forward to working 
with the Subcommittee to ensure that the SES of tomorrow con-
tinues to be a high caliber leadership corps that accomplishes the 
goals of the Federal Government. Thank you. 

Senator AKAKA. Thank you very much for your statement, Ms. 
Bonosaro. 

Mr. Stier, will you please proceed with your statement? 

STATEMENT OF MAX STIER, PRESIDENT AND CHIEF 
EXECUTIVE OFFICER, PARTNERSHIP FOR PUBLIC SERVICE 

Mr. STIER. Thank you, Chairman Akaka, Senator Johnson. It is 
a pleasure to be here with you, and it is really important that you 
are focusing on this issue. It is truly urgent. 

In your opening remarks, both of you have commented on some 
of the critical needs here. Not only do we have obviously a world 
that is becoming more and more challenging, and more and more 
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fast-paced, we have the resource constraints that are obviously 
very substantial. And it is really important to focus on a fact that 
no one has touched on yet, which is that just about half of the ex-
isting SES is eligible to retire right now. So the issue is truly ur-
gent. 

Obviously, the work that the President’s Management Council, 
OPM, and OMB has done has been terrific, and it is really impor-
tant that they are making the SES a priority. We believe you can 
go further and should be going further, and there are eight areas 
that I would focus on for improvement. 

No. 1, this has been touched on already, talent needs to be a 
leadership priority in government. Senator Johnson, you asked the 
question about root causes. Today, talent is not viewed as a leader-
ship priority it is viewed as an HR issue. 

As an example of this, the President has yet to meet with his 
senior executive corps. President George H. Bush and President 
George W. Bush both met with the SES. This is your career execu-
tive team. The President has never met with them, and I think 
that is a mistake. 

We need to focus on the SES as a critical leadership corps in gov-
ernment, and frankly, that is not happening. That is something I 
think you can help press in your oversight role. 

No. 2, we need to rebalance the career and political appointees; 
Carol has mentioned this. I think it is absolutely critical. 

Again, you look at root causes. The U.S. Government is unique 
among developed nations in the number and depth of political ap-
pointees. There is no other place like this. And the biggest root 
cause of management dysfunction in government is that you have 
short-term political leaders that are not aligned with the long-term 
needs of the organizations they run. 

As a result, you get a political appointee that is in office for 18 
months to 2 years. They are incented to focus on crisis manage-
ment and policy development, not on the long-term health of the 
organizations they are running. 

This to me, is a root cause, and we need to address it. One way 
we can address this is making sure that new political leaders are 
actually trained to deal with managing a government. 

Senator Johnson, you are faced with a million acronyms coming 
in here. You are getting trained on the spot right now. 

Most of the executive branch political appointees, they walk in 
and have no idea how to manage their SES. They are handed per-
formance plans by the SES that they have done themselves, the 
SES. They have no idea how to manage and use them appro-
priately. We need to be investing in the political appointees, so that 
they can be better managers and leaders inside government. 

We also need to make sure that those senior management posi-
tions that Carol mentioned are career or term-appointed positions. 
That would make a huge difference. 

We also need to see that there is, Senator Johnson, a 10 percent 
cap on the SES positions that are non-career/political. That cap 
ought to apply not just governmentwide but also to every single 
agency. 

You have certain agencies like the Department of Education 
where the number of political appointees is 20 percent. You have 
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historical dumping grounds where there are a lot of political ap-
pointees put in place. That is a mistake. It creates a lot of dysfunc-
tion in those agencies. 

So at a minimum, we should have a cap at every agency as well 
as the governmentwide cap. And as I said before, the C-Suite posi-
tions need to be career positions with term appointments and per-
formance contracts. 

No. 3, we need to do an audit of the SES positions. I hope we 
can come back to the purpose of the SES, but what ended up hap-
pening in 1978 is all the super grades—16s, 17s, 18s—were all 
wrapped up into one SES group. 

The fact of the matter is that some of those were true managers. 
Some of those were technical experts. There are positions called 
Senior Level (SL) or Senior Technical (ST) people for those spots, 
but that is not actually how it played out. There are a lot of SES 
positions today that, frankly, are not really doing management. 
They are technical positions, and we need to segregate them and 
separate them. 

No. 4, mobility. And just to clarify with Ms. Bonosaro, we are not 
talking about geographic mobility. We are talking about mobility of 
experience. Today, 92 percent of the SES comes from within gov-
ernment, 4 out of 5 from within the same agency. 

We need to make sure we have cross-agency and cross-sector col-
laboration to address problems, and we must have an executive 
corps that has experiences in multiple places. And we believe very 
strongly that requiring mobility, either as an entry into the SES 
like the military does for the senior ranks already, or for the SES 
themselves, would be very powerful. I think this is critical. 

An analog to that would be to create a private sector exchange 
program. While there is a statute now that allows exchanges be-
tween nonprofit and the government, we actually need to see gov-
ernment executives experiencing the private sector, and vice versa. 
That would be a wonderful program and a great starting place. 

No. 5, recruiting and hiring is absolutely vital. Today, we have 
a system that is unique to government. The rest of the talent mar-
ket has no appreciation for how to get in, and it is way too difficult 
for them to do that. Again, I would love to have an opportunity to 
come back to this. 

Resumes are the starting point. There are all kinds of things you 
can do afterwards. For most people the application process is so 
complicated they get chased away and they do not engage. This is 
one of the reasons why you do not see that much talent from the 
outside coming in. 

No. 6, we definitely need to be seeing more development of the 
SES. Again, the military does a great job of investing in their sen-
ior executives. We do not see that same level of investment on the 
civilian side. We propose something on the order of 2 or 3 percent 
of salary to be placed in a development fund for the SES. This is 
the one place we are asking for real money, but honestly, the in-
vestment will pay off in the long term. 

If you look at companies like International Business Machines 
(IBM), they are putting $700 million in their leadership training. 
They know that the Return on Investment (ROI) is great. We are 
not doing that in the Federal Government, and we should be. 
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No. 7, there is no communication among the SES corps today. We 
should be creating an online community. We should be creating a 
mechanism by which the SES can communicate among itself— 
again, Carol raised this issue which is terrific. 

We ought to be able to understand the talents and abilities of a 
SES. We have no central repository for that information. That 
needs to be created. In today’s era of communication technology, it 
is really easy to do and needs to be started here and now. 

And No. 8, we need better data. We have very little data in many 
different areas. This is the second major root cause challenging 
government. First, is the short-term political leader. The second is 
we do not have real-time information about performance of govern-
ment. A good example of this in the SES context is we do not con-
duct general exit interviews. 

A great example of the problem here is in the Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS). It was set up in 2003. Between 2003 
and 2007, 72 percent of the SES left DHS, but no one knows why 
because we did not do any exit interviews. That is unacceptable. 

There are many other examples like that. I look forward to talk-
ing about them. This is a critical issue. The SES is less than 1 per-
cent of the Federal workforce, but if you do not get this right, noth-
ing else works. 

Thank you very much. 
Senator AKAKA. Thank you very much. 
Senator JOHNSON. First of all, I would like to thank both of you 

for your testimony. I am going to have to leave for another meet-
ing, but I would love to meet with both of you later on because this 
is such an incredibly important issue. 

So Mr. Chairman, again I apologize for having to leave, but I am 
sure you can ask some pretty good questions, and we will take a 
look at the transcript. Thank you very much. 

Mr. STIER. Thank you. 
Senator AKAKA. Thank you very much, Senator Johnson, and 

wish him well on his next meeting. 
Thank you very much for your statement, Mr. Stier. 
Ms. Bonosaro, as you and others have noted, these are chal-

lenging times for the Federal workforce, and it was mentioned by 
Mr. Stier we are facing a time when there will be a huge number 
of retirees. Also, some of the public frustration over the economy 
and the budget deficit is being directed at civil servants. Will you 
please discuss, Ms. Bonosaro, how recent so-called scapegoating of 
Federal employees has impacted SES recruitment and its morale? 

Ms. BONOSARO. Well, as demoralizing as scapegoating can be, 
frankly, I think that there have been other issues that have im-
pacted the morale to a greater degree. I mean to some extent the 
scapegoating has sort of come with the territory for many years. It 
gets worse at some times and dissipates at others. 

But I think that the challenge first of indeed doing, being ex-
pected to do more and more with less and less, the tremendous 
challenges posed by being an executive in government today are 
tough enough. And when you add to that issues such as, for exam-
ple, the fact that some executives are indeed supervising those who 
work for them who earn more than they do, that can be a bit de-
moralizing. 
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Max cited the lack of the President going off to meet with the 
Senior Executive Service. To some people, that may seem like a rel-
atively frivolous thing, but in the importance of what they are 
doing, why is the President meeting with them so critical? But yet, 
we have executives who remember from what, 30 years ago, very 
distinctly going over to Constitution Hall to meet with President 
Bush. And that really speaks to the issue of the recognition of the 
SES, the prestige, and that buys an awful lot. 

So people who are doing these very tough jobs, who may not be 
getting necessarily the financial rewards that they deserve, that is 
a real morale boost. And the executives who walked out of there, 
frankly, would have walked on water for the President at that 
point. 

But then you add some other issues. Right now, apart from the 
pay freeze, performance awards are being cut back in the SES, and 
these people are in a pay and performance management system, in 
which all pay adjustments and awards are totally dependent on 
performance. But yet, that is not happening. 

So I think there are a number of issues around this system itself 
that have, frankly, been a bit demoralizing. And so the bashing 
that has occurred in the media and by some politicians is sort of 
the cherry on the sundae, if you will. 

Senator AKAKA. Thank you. 
Mr. Stier, a recurring theme of the Partnership’s 2009 report on 

the SES was that many senior executives are technical experts, not 
necessarily people who demonstrated management skills or an ap-
titude for leadership. Why do you think that this is, and what are 
the implications of this concern and this conclusion? 

Mr. STIER. Thank you, Senator Akaka. I think one of the reasons 
why this is, is that despite the many challenges that I think Carol 
appropriately identifies in getting to the SES, it is still the case 
that for many folks the SES is the next level up. It is the senior 
level in government and there is a prestige associated with it. 

And unfortunately, a lot of technical experts try to grasp that 
ring because they do not see the alternative, the SL or the ST posi-
tion, as actually fulfilling that same level of prestige have not real-
ly permitted or created a kind of track that allows for recognition 
of a technical expert in a way that would permit them to follow a 
different road than that of the SES. 

I think part of the challenge ultimately is that we need to make 
sure that our very best technical experts, and those that are in fact 
engaged in true management, have an alternative career path that 
enables the recognition and rewards associated with their impor-
tant contributions. 

Now the implications are that you have positions that in fact do 
require larger management and leadership responsibilities that are 
taken up by people who do not actually have the very best of those 
kinds of skills. I think the implication is that we do not get the 
best out of government. In our recommendations here we are sug-
gesting a more thorough effort to create this alternative path and 
you can grant the process by conducting an audit. 

Right now, there are fewer than a thousand SL and ST positions, 
and there are 7,000 people in the SES. I do not know what the 
right balance is, but I do not think that is it I think we need to 
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really do some triage to make sure that people are appropriately 
being recognized for their skills and the work they are engaged in. 
And then we need to truly expect performance of a different sort 
from the SES, one that really does highlight their leadership and 
management capacities. 

Ms. BONOSARO. Senator Akaka, may I speak to that question as 
well? 

Senator AKAKA. Yes, Ms. Bonosaro. 
Ms. BONOSARO. Thank you. I have heard this argument made for 

many years, and I do not doubt that there are some positions in 
the SES that should not be, but no one has yet demonstrated this 
with any factual material, with any data. 

And in fact a survey that we did in cooperation with OPM sev-
eral years ago, and I will be happy to give that data to the Com-
mittee, really demonstrated that the vast majority of these execu-
tives have a substantial span of supervising either resources or 
people. 

And I just want to point out too that ST positions, scientific and 
professional, are in fact world-class scientists, and that is not a 
dumping ground for anyone who does not belong in the SES. In 
fact, those STs would be very unhappy to think about anyone less 
than their caliber moving there. 

So our concern really with developing a two-track system is that 
what you do in the end, it is not inappropriate to consider use of 
senior level positions, but you do not want to inhibit management’s 
ability to reassign where needed. 

So you may have, for example, an executive at the IRS who is 
running a very large operation, and the commissioner says gee, I 
want you in my office for a year to think about tax policy and su-
pervise one person. You ought to be able to do that in the SES and 
be moved around where management needs you. But our main con-
cern is, first, how many of these people are there in reality and sec-
ond, let’s not throw the baby out with the bath water, if you will. 

Senator AKAKA. Thank you very much for your comments. 
Ms. Bonosaro, you testified that certain key positions should be 

reserved for career employees rather than political appointees. 
Agencies may be concerned that this change would take away their 
flexibility to appoint particular people or to bring senior leaders in 
from the private sector. Would you please elaborate on your rec-
ommendation and address these concerns? 

Ms. BONOSARO. Well, first, when the SES was created by statute 
in 1978 and then actually implemented in 1979, every Assistant 
Secretary for Administration throughout the Executive Branch was 
in fact a career executive. And over the years, obviously, that has 
all changed. 

We have three departments right now where, by statute, their 
Assistant Secretaries for Administration should be career, and it is 
Department of Transportation is one. Justice is another. And which 
one? 

Mr. BRANSFORD: Health and Human Services (HHS). 
Ms. BONOSARO. So in fact, it has occurred in three departments. 
We think that for the reason of continuity, that Max was just 

talking about too, being able to accomplish management and policy 
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changes in the long term really requires people of experience to be 
there over that long term. 

Also, what we have found—I think there is no doubt about it— 
is not only with this proliferation of political appointees you mini-
mize opportunities for career advancement of career senior execu-
tives, but you also create so many layers that you inhibit commu-
nication between top leadership and the career executives who are 
there trying to meet the Administration’s objectives. 

So for a number of reasons, we think that there are some posi-
tions that we recommend indeed should be reserved for career ex-
ecutives or at least where agencies should have to make the case 
as to why they should not be in a particular instance. 

Senator AKAKA. Well, thank you for your response on that. 
I also ask you Mr. Stier whether you have any thoughts on that 

question. 
Mr. STIER. Absolutely. I think Carol covered the territory very 

well. 
I do think that one of the root causes of management challenges 

in government is that discontinuity between the short-term polit-
ical leader and the long-term needs of the organizations that are 
being run. Having a set of career or term-appointed leaders with 
performance contracts in those management spots—I would include 
the Chief Financial Officers (CFOs), all the C-Suite management 
positions—would make a very big difference. So you could actually 
have longer-term focus on the set of issues that need to be ad-
dressed. 

I have not been around forever, but I have already seen numer-
ous cycles where a political team comes in. It takes them a while 
to get their sea legs and figure out what they are supposed to do. 
By the time they actually get organized for action, they are on their 
way out, and nothing actually is accomplished. 

Then a new set comes in. They come up with the same set of 
plans, and then they are out. 

That is no way to run a government, and that is what we have 
today. It is getting worse, not better. So I think that it is really im-
portant to change these positions. 

The sole argument that I have heard on the other side is that 
if you make these positions career positions, then the new political 
teams will not trust those folks and those people actually will not 
be at the table. To the extent that there is any truth to that, I 
would rather have that problem than the problem we have today, 
which is a lot of management dysfunction. 

Senator AKAKA. I want to followup with you on that. You testi-
fied that each agency should be held to a 10 percent cap on polit-
ical appointees—— 

Mr. STIER. Yes. 
Senator AKAKA [continuing]. In the SES. Will you please discuss 

why you think this would be useful and whether you believe a 10 
percent cap for each agency would create the right mixture of ca-
reer and political SES members? 

Mr. STIER. If you let me go lower, I would. The truth of the mat-
ter is that we already have a 10 percent cap governmentwide. The 
governmentwide number is about 9 percent. 
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The reason that cap was put in place was to ensure that we did 
not have a government and the senior executive corps that was 
overly politicized and provide continuity. 

So the idea originally was to keep politicals to a relatively small 
number, but what was not understood at the point at which that 
cap was put in place was that there was flexibility in individual 
agencies to raise that number quite a bit. As I mentioned earlier, 
the Department of Education is the best example of this. They have 
20 percent of their SES in political positions, and that creates a 
very different dynamic. I know that they are not actually filling all 
those spots with politicals. 

We need to make sure over the long term that we have good hy-
giene. It is not good hygiene to have that depth of political partici-
pation in the leadership group, and I would love to see it be a lot 
less. 

Some of the best agencies have few political appointees. The So-
cial Security Administration (SSA), a very well run agency, has one 
political appointee. You look at Social Security Administration, the 
Internal Revenue Service (IRS), the Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tions (FBI)—there are a lot of places where we have understood 
that we need a political leader, but beyond that, that political lead-
er needs to work with the career executives to make things happen. 
That is, by far, the better model. 

I am not advocating something so radical as to make every other 
agency do just that, but there are some real outliers; the permis-
sion of agencies to go above that 10 percent cap is something I 
would hope could be addressed. 

Ms. BONOSARO. Mr. Chairman, I am going to ask one more time 
for the opportunity to weigh in simply because this is a rec-
ommendation of ours as well. 

Right now, the statutory cap on agencies is 25 percent. So indeed 
by law they can have 25 percent non-career. But equally important 
is the definition in the statute because right now it is authorized 
positions, not actually filled positions, and that is a very important 
distinction. 

So we believe that not only should the law say 10 percent per 
agency but that the 10 percent both governmentwide and per agen-
cy should be based upon filled positions, not authorized positions. 

Senator AKAKA. Ms. Bonosaro, as you know, I have worked for 
a number of years to reform Federal hiring, and I introduced legis-
lation last Congress to streamline the application process. The SES 
hiring process is even slower than the General Schedule. I want to 
hear from Mr. Stier on this as well. 

To you first, Ms. Bonosaro, in addition to encouraging agencies 
to make SES hiring a greater priority, what suggestions do you 
have on ways to streamline SES hiring? 

Ms. BONOSARO. Well, we have a number of suggestions—first, 
that Executive Resources Boards (ERBs) within agencies have to 
take a more active role in terms of managing the corps and the po-
sitions within the corps, and it varies a great deal across agencies, 
the degree to which they are involved. 

As I said, one of the real additions of time to the hiring process 
are the signoffs that are required going up the agency chain. I 
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think each agency is going to have to deal with that issue on their 
own. 

We are also concerned, however, that as we move toward this re-
sume-based system, as I indicated, that we not lose sight of ensur-
ing that these candidates actually possess the executive corps 
qualifications. So I think we have to see agencies doing more with 
regard to structured interviews and more sophisticated assessment 
methods of candidates that are more common in the private sector, 
but which will be relatively new I think to government, but are 
needed really to ensure that we are doing an adequate assessment. 

I think there is just an awfully long time that it is taking an 
agency, given that these are very high level positions, and so I 
think there is probably a lot more care to be certain they are select-
ing the right person. But especially moving up the line for all the 
signoffs, and as I said, that is something that individual agencies 
are going to have to address. 

Senator AKAKA. Thank you. 
Mr. Stier, your thoughts on this issue as well. 
Mr. STIER. Great. Well, thank you, Chairman Akaka. I would 

offer at least five suggestions on this front, starting again with the 
leadership engagement. 

Carol mentioned the challenge of actually getting approval all 
along the line. Part of the issue is that there is no drive, there is 
no ownership from the top of the house, saying: Guess what? This 
is the most critical resource we have here. We need to hold our 
folks accountable to get the right talent and meet the needs that 
Carol is describing as quickly as we possibly can. 

And I think that agencies respond to their leadership’s priorities. 
If the priority among the leadership is to make sure they are 
staffed with the best talent possible, then more investment will 
occur there. So that would be No. 1. 

No. 2, there needs to be an effort to recruit more effectively. By 
and large—and Senator Johnson asked this question—it is a pas-
sive recruiting process. It is a post and pray that exists for the SES 
as well as most other jobs. 

In the private sector, there is an investment in executive search 
firms in order to be able to find the right talent. When you are 
talking about critical talent like the talent is going in the SES, we 
ought to be making sure we spend the money necessary on the 
front end to get the broadest and most effective pool possible. In-
vesting in executive search would make a big difference. 

Third, the executive resource boards in the agencies are the ones 
that are owning this, and it is very uneven as to whether or not 
they have the resources staff and skills necessary to do this effec-
tively, and that is going to be very critical. 

Fourth, the hiring process. Look, the resume is not the be-all- 
end-all. But it is what most talent in the world at large uses as 
their calling card, their way of determining whether there is a first 
sign of interest. That is not what the first hurdle that most folks 
have to deal with in coming into the SES. They have massive es-
says that they have to fill out. 

The truth of the matter is that it is the very rare person that 
is going to subject themselves to that from the outside. There are 
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some folks from the inside who might because they know how it 
works and they are willing to put that investment in. 

But from the outside, and I have dealt with a lot of these people 
who are incredible leaders of the top executive programs in major 
corporations, who want to come into government, and they say: 
Forget it, not worth it. I do not understand this process and I am 
going someplace else. 

That is a real problem. 
We ought to have sharing of best qualified lists. Again, this was 

a question that was raised earlier. We ought to be able to make 
sure that if the due care has been taken by one agency and they 
found some incredible people, that information can be shared and 
those individuals can be hired by another agency that may need a 
similar type of talent. 

Finally data—we really need information that is usable for us to 
understand if the system is working in the way it ought to be, and 
that means surveying the managers to understand whether we are 
getting the right talent in. It also means surveying the applicants, 
so we understand what their experience is like. And to your point 
about the quickness, we need data on the time to hire. Those are 
three points that would be very easy to collect, and that informa-
tion would be very helpful in driving the right kind of changes. 

I gave you more than five. I am sorry. 
Senator AKAKA. Thank you. 
Ms. Bonosaro, I share some of your concerns about transparency 

in a pay-for-performance system. The recent dismantling of the Na-
tional Security Personnel System (NSPS) at the Department of De-
fense (DOD) shows how difficult it is to get pay for performance 
right. Please elaborate on your concerns with the current SES pay- 
for-performance system and ways that we can improve it. 

Ms. BONOSARO. Well, to some degree, the system has become 
very complex. If you argue that the hiring system is complex, I 
would argue that how we are dealing with performance manage-
ment and pay adjustments is even more complicated. 

I think in an effort to meet if not what is required, certainly 
what is perceived to be required, in order to gain certification, a 
number of agencies have developed extraordinarily elaborate sys-
tems. I have seen charts that require all sorts of computations, 
after executives’ performance ratings have been determined, to 
make a determination with regard to a pay adjustment or with re-
gard to a performance award. So it has become a very complex sys-
tem, and I think one that in many places becomes very paper-in-
tensive, and that is a problem. 

Second problem is that I think while there certainly has been a 
push toward having results-oriented performance standards, again 
this has become a somewhat uneven enterprise because I have 
talked to executives who have said: Look, my boss said you and I 
both know what you need to do. Let’s just write these performance 
standards so they pass muster, then go do the job that we both 
know you need to do. 

So what is the disconnect there? It becomes a problem. 
The third issue is that many executives are totally unaware of 

what their agency’s compensation policies are, how the ratings hap-
pen to fall out until they see what OPM publishes. 
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And most importantly, as I indicated, some executives have had 
their ratings summarily reduced without explanation, and the only 
apparent explanation is a desire to meet some sort of normal curve. 
And that becomes an issue because then the system is not seen as 
something that is fairly, in fact, judging performance. 

So we think a number of things need to be done. 
Rating quotas are in fact prohibited by regulation right now. Per-

haps prohibiting them by statute might convince agencies that we 
are more serious about that. 

I think we have really got to recognize that performance awards 
have become an important part of compensation, and I know that 
this is not the time we are supposed to talk about things like this, 
but we do think that it would be really important to include them 
in the computation of the high-three. And in fact, there is some 
precedent for doing that because Veterans Administration (VA) 
nurse executives have their special pay counted in to their high- 
three, and I think the pharmacists do as well. So that is one thing 
that can be done, and requiring transparency, outlawing quotas. 

I know that the PMC has been looking very hard at why there 
is so much variation among agencies in their ratings and perform-
ance awards. So that is something that is being looked at inter-
nally, but those are just a few of the things that we think need to 
be done. 

Senator AKAKA. Thank you. 
Mr. Stier, you testified that some form of joint work experience 

should be phased in as a requirement for entry into SES. Will you 
please elaborate on how phase-in should be carried out? 

Mr. STIER. The reason why we are advocating for phasing it in 
is that there is the question about whether or not you have a pipe-
line available today of people who have already had those joint ex-
periences that would then be available for the SES. My own per-
spective is, frankly, that there are actually probably a fair number 
of folks out there who have. 

But I think that the idea of giving a year or two. I think you do 
not need anything more than that in order to be able to give an 
opportunity to those who have perhaps participated in government 
for a long time, who want to join the SES, who see this then as 
a new requirement that they did not previously anticipate, to give 
them that opportunity to compete for those original SES positions. 
I think a year or two would be a reasonable time period to permit 
putting in such a requirement. 

But the truth is that in the world we live in today the kinds of 
challenges that the executives in government, the true managerial 
executives, need to address are going to be cross-organizational, or 
a large amount of them are going to be cross-organizational or 
cross-sector or cross-level of government. We need to have people 
in government in those positions who have had experience in mul-
tiple places, and I know that both from what I see anecdotally as 
well as I see from best business practice outside the government. 
It is really important. 

We see this even in government with the joint duty requirement 
that the military has and the impact that it has had in the ability 
of the services to actually integrate their work together. It is some-
thing that is high time and coming. 
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There is an argument that I have heard raised today, which is 
actually the first time I have heard raised today, raised ever, that 
the reform in 1978 was not in fact intended to do this. I do not 
think that is an argument we need to have. If it was not what was 
intended in 1978, it is what should be happening today. 

Senator AKAKA. Ms. Bonosaro, your testimony contains specific 
recommendations for implementing rotations within the SES. How-
ever, you cautioned that rotations should be required only, only if 
there is a business purpose, as part of a comprehensive plan. Do 
you believe if your recommendations are followed that a strategic 
mandatory rotation program would strengthen agencies and the 
SES workforce? 

Ms. BONOSARO. Well, as Max was speaking, I was just sitting 
here and thinking about the Department of Veterans Affairs and 
saying of what purpose would it serve to have all of these VA hos-
pital directors serving in other agencies, and I am not sure I under-
stand one. I do not think there is necessarily a business purpose. 
They may have come from the private sector, but it is doubtful be-
cause they would be taking a tremendous cut. 

I think that there clearly is very often a business purpose. 
Whether it is for purposes of developing executives so that agencies 
have a good succession plan in place to fill what they anticipate 
will be vacancies, whether it is the business purpose of continuing 
the development of executives so that they are of more value to 
them, that is fine. 

I think that what we ought to do is look to a place like the De-
partment of the Navy which has done a very intelligent job of this. 
They have in fact collected information on all of their executives 
that not only looks at their experience and their education, and so 
on, but their interests as well as any personal issues they might 
have that would preclude them from reassignments. They put that 
all together with the needs of the Navy, and it is very interesting 
because it becomes a win-win for everyone. So they are able to 
make intelligent career moves there that benefit the Department 
and that benefit the executives, but it is a very thoughtful process. 
And I think that is what does concern us. 

Now as for entry, it is going to take, I think, more than a year 
to enable people to get a leg up and be able to get these rotations, 
and it is going to take some effort on the part of the government 
to make them available. And even then, I think it is a matter of 
does it make sense to require it for every position in every agency 
that is an SES position. 

Senator AKAKA. Yes, Mr. Stier. 
Mr. STIER. Thank you, Chairman Akaka. I just want to clarify 

for the record that the VA hospitals are under Title 38. So they are 
actually treated differently. 

Ms. BONOSARO. No, that is not true. There are senior executives 
running VA hospitals. 

Mr. STIER. My understanding is that at least for the doctors 
corps that it is Title 38. 

Ms. BONOSARO. For doctors. 
Mr. STIER. But my point would be that, again, even as you stat-

ed, there are a fair number of them that actually do come from the 
private sector, and that multiplicity of experience is quite powerful. 
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I agree with Carol that this has to be done carefully, but care 
does not mean that it should not be done. 

And I think that the urgency that we started with is something 
that we also have to keep our eye on. We have half of the SES eli-
gible to retire now. I think if we want to see a new cohort of talent 
coming in, we need to put these requirements in soon. 

Senator AKAKA. Mr. Stier, talking about interagency rotation ex-
perience, I believe that this experience is valuable and can enhance 
an employee’s professional development. However, there are occa-
sions where individuals’ interagency experience is not well matched 
to the skills they will need when they return to their home agency. 
Do you have suggestions for agencies on how to better incorporate 
rotational experience in their strategic and human capital plan-
ning? 

Mr. STIER. Well, Mr. Chairman, I think this is a real challenge. 
I think, unfortunately, the culture today in government is such 
that in many instances when somebody is asked to move or rotate 
it is a way of getting rid of problems rather than viewing it as a 
developmental opportunity. And so I am not minimizing the chal-
lenges associated with trying to, in essence, change the culture of 
the executive corps, so that rotation becomes more the norm. 

Ultimately, rather than reorganizing the big boxes, the way we 
are actually going to get agencies to work better together is to have 
some of that talent have experience moving back and forth. 

So very specifically, some ideas: I do think it is easier to require 
mobility as an entry into the SES. That would be a more manage-
able way to ensure that you are talking about a cohort in the exec-
utive level that has experiences from multiple places. 

I think that building it truly into the candidate development pro-
grams would be quite valuable, as well, and really associating it 
with some benefits, so that these people are also given mentors, so 
people that are looking out for them in both the new organization 
as well as potentially from the organization they are coming from, 
to make sure that they get support. 

We must ensure that we are selecting very carefully at the front 
end a set of people who will draw other talent after them. If you 
get the very best who are taking advantage of mobility as a profes-
sional development opportunity others will want to follow, and that 
will create the change that we want. 

Senator AKAKA. Ms. Bonosaro and Mr. Stier, this will be my final 
question. I would like both of you to answer it, beginning with Mr. 
Stier. 

Legislation that costs a lot of money to implement will be dif-
ficult to move through Congress. So my question to you is what are 
your top three recommendations for SES reforms that would cost 
the government little or no additional money? 

Mr. STIER. No. 1, the issue around mobility does not have to cost 
the government a penny. You are still talking about talent that is 
doing different jobs. They will do it better, and the payoff will be 
very attractive over the long term. 

No. 2, rebalancing the career and political appointments, again, 
does not cost a cent. In fact, I would be all for reducing the number 
of political appointees in general. You will save yourself some 
money that way. So that would be a way of ensuring that you have 
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long-term continuity among the management group and that you 
do not have too many political appointees in any individual place. 

And No. 3, I would focus on recruiting and hiring. What we have 
seen certainly, even moving into the resume-based approach among 
the agencies, there is a challenge at the front end. But the agencies 
that have done this find it to be well worth doing, it does not have 
to require a lot of money. 

Practically all these things practically that I have recommended 
today can be done cost-free. In fact over time they will produce real 
value for the American people. And even the places where we sug-
gest some additional money, like the developmental fund for the 
SES, that again will pay for itself over the long term. Organiza-
tions both inside government, like the military, and outside that 
have made these investments. Thank you. 

Senator AKAKA. Thank you so much for that response. Ms. 
Bonosaro. 

Ms. BONOSARO. Well, we are, Max and I are, both singing from 
the same hymn book about increasing career leadership and mini-
mizing political appointments, and indeed there is probably a cost 
savings there. 

Unfortunately, our other big issue though with regard to fixing 
the pay system, while it may not cost very much at all in fact, 
given the very small numbers involved, I recognize the difficulty 
that you are speaking of. But I am afraid if we do not do something 
in that regard, whether it is dealing with these performance 
awards as the high-three or doing more to fix the pay system gen-
erally because right now there are 88 separate pay systems in the 
government that are equivalent to the SES. So this is not a terribly 
attractive place to be at the moment. So that is a second point. 

And then third, I guess I would probably characterize a number 
of actions under the rubric of restoring prestige. I think that OPM 
creating a governmentwide database of all of these executives that 
agencies would look to when they have vacancies, when they have 
critical needs, would demonstrate that this is a group that is ex-
tremely valuable to government and we do not always have to go 
outside government. I do not disagree with recruiting outside gov-
ernment. There is an awful lot of talent inside government as well. 

And a number of things that we can do as well to improve the 
candidate development programs, for example, and our consider-
ation of those who graduate from them for SES positions can also 
help to increase diversity in the SES too. 

So there are a number of things that we can, I think, do that do 
not cost very much money. But some of them indeed will cost 
money, unfortunately. 

Senator AKAKA. Well, I thank you so much. Any further com-
ments, either of you? 

Mr. STIER. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, for focusing on this. This 
is a critical issue, and I know you have a lot on your plate, but it 
would make a real difference for you and for Congress to take this 
on. 

Senator AKAKA. Thank you. I really appreciate your responses. It 
will be helpful to us. 

And I want to wish you well in your work as, Ms. Bonosaro, as 
President of the Senior Executives Association and Mr. Stier, as 
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President and Chief Executive of the Partnership for Public Serv-
ice, with those groups. Thank you very much. 

I want to thank all of our witnesses today. In these challenging 
times, focus must be placed on strengthening our government ex-
ecutives and giving them the tools necessary to drive reforms and 
guide the Federal workforce. You have addressed many important 
issues facing our government’s leadership corps and given us con-
structive suggestions on how to strengthen the SES. 

The hearing record will be open for 1 week for any additional 
statements or questions other members may have. 

And again, I want to thank you once again for your suggestions 
here and your recommendations. 

This hearing is adjourned. 
[Whereupon, at 11:51 a.m., the Subcommittee was adjourned.] 
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