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What GAO Found

Congress, the Office of Personnel Management (OPM), and agencies have
recognized that federal hiring has needed reform, and they have undertaken
various efforts to do so. In particular, Congress has provided agencies with
additional hiring flexibilities, OPM has taken significant steps to modernize
job vacancy announcements and develop the government’s recruiting Web
site, and most agencies are continuing to automate parts of their hiring
processes. Still, problems remain with a job classification process that many
view as antiquated, and there is a need for improved tools to assess the
qualifications of job candidates.

On the basis of our survey of members of the interagency Chief Human
Capital Officers (CHCO) Council, agencies appear to be making limited use
of two new hiring flexibilities that could help agencies in expediting and
controlling their hiring processes (see figure below). Frequently cited
barriers to using the new hiring flexibilities included (1) the lack of OPM
guidance for using the flexibilities, (2) the lack of agency policies and
procedures for using the flexibilities, (3) the lack of flexibility in OPM rules
and regulations, and (4) concern about possible inconsistencies in the
implementation of the flexibilities within the department or agency.

Extent of Use of New Hiring Flexibilities
Number of agencies
14

12

10 —

Do

Little or Some Moderate Great Very great  No basis/
no extent extent extent extent extent not applicable

I:] Category rating
I:I Direct hire

Source: CHCO Council members' responses to GAO questionnaire.

The federal government is now facing one of the most transformational
changes to the civil service in half a century. Today’s challenge is to define
the appropriate roles and day-to-day working relationships for OPM and
individual agencies as they collaborate on developing innovative and more
effective hiring systems.
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Committee on Government Reform
House of Representatives

High-performance organizations need dynamic, results-oriented
workforces with the requisite knowledge and up-to-date skills to
accomplish their missions and achieve their goals. To acquire such
workforces, federal agencies must have effective hiring processes so that
they can compete for talented people in a highly competitive job market.
Improving the federal hiring process is critical given the increasing number
of new hires expected in the next few years. In fiscal year 2003, the
executive branch hired nearly 95,000 new employees. Yet, there is
widespread recognition that the federal hiring process all too often does
not meet the needs of agencies in achieving their missions, managers in
filling positions with the right talent, and applicants for a timely, efficient,
transparent, and merit-based process.

In May 2003, we issued a report on several key problems in the federal
hiring process.’ To help address these problems, we recommended that the
Office of Personnel Management (OPM) take additional actions to assist
agencies in strengthening the federal hiring process. We also reported that
agencies must take responsibility for maximizing the efficiency and
effectiveness of their hiring processes within the current statutory and
regulatory framework. You asked us to follow up on this report and
provide information on (1) the status of recent efforts to help improve the
federal hiring process and (2) the extent to which federal agencies are

1 U.S. General Accounting Office, Human Capital: Opportunities to Improve Executive
Agencies’ Hiring Processes, GAO-03-450 (Washington, D.C.: May 30, 2003).
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using new hiring flexibilities contained in the Homeland Security Act of
2002—category rating and direct-hire authority.>

To respond to these follow-up issues, we interviewed officials from OPM
and the interagency Chief Human Capital Officers (CHCO) Council. We
also administered a questionnaire to the 23 agency members serving on the
CHCO Council, and all but one responded.? In addition, we collected and
reviewed OPM documents related to the federal hiring process, and we
reviewed data from OPM’s central database of governmentwide personnel
information. We conducted our work in accordance with generally
accepted government auditing standards. (See app. I for additional
information on our objectives, scope, and methodology and app. II for the
complete results of our CHCO Council survey.)

Results in Brief

Congress, OPM, and agencies recognize that federal hiring has needed
reform, and they have undertaken various efforts to do so. In particular,
Congress has provided agencies with additional hiring flexibilities, OPM
has taken significant steps to modernize job vacancy announcements and
develop the government’s recruiting Web site, and most agencies are
continuing to automate parts of their hiring processes. Still, problems
remain with the job classification process regarded by many as antiquated,
and there is a need for improved tools to assess the qualifications of job
candidates. In addition, despite agency officials’ past calls for hiring
reform, agencies appear to be making limited use of hiring flexibilities
enacted by Congress and implemented by OPM almost a year ago that
could help agencies in expediting and controlling the hiring process.

OPM and agencies are continuing to address the problems with the key
parts of the federal hiring process we identified in our May 2003 report.
Significant issues and actions being taken include the following.

2 Category rating permits an agency manager to select any job candidate placed in a best-
qualified category rather than being limited to three candidates under the “rule of three.”
Direct-hire authority allows an agency to appoint individuals to positions without adherence
to certain competitive examination requirements when there is a severe shortage of
qualified candidates or a critical hiring need. These two hiring flexibilities are contained in
the Chief Human Capital Officers Act of 2002, Title XIII of the Homeland Security Act of
2002, Public Law 107-296, Nov. 25, 2002.

3 The CHCO Council member from the Central Intelligence Agency did not respond to the

survey because his representative said the agency was an excepted service agency and thus
the survey questions were not relevant.
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¢ Reforming the classification system. In our May 2003 report on
hiring, we reported that many regard the standards and process for
defining a job and determining pay in the federal government as a key
hiring problem because they are inflexible, outdated, and not applicable
to the jobs of today. OPM has revised the classification standards of
several job series to make them clearer and more relevant to current job
duties and responsibilities. In addition, as part of the effort to create a
new personnel system for the Department of Homeland Security (DHS),
OPM is working with DHS to create broad pay bands for the department
in place of the 15-grade job classification system that is required for
much of the rest of the federal civil service. OPM told us that its ability
to more effectively reform the classification process is limited under
current law and that legislation is needed to modify the current
restrictive classification process for the majority of federal agencies.
Fifteen of the 22 CHCO Council members responding to our survey
reported that either OPM (10 respondents) or Congress (5 respondents)
should take the lead on reforming the classification process, rather than
the agencies themselves.

¢ Improving job announcements and Web postings. In our May 2003
report, we noted that the lack of clear and appealing content in federal
job announcements could hamper or delay the hiring process. OPM has
continued to move forward on its interagency project to modernize
federal job vacancy announcements, including providing guidance to
agencies to improve announcements. In addition, OPM continues to
collaborate with agencies in implementing Recruitment One-Stop, an
electronic government initiative that includes the USAJOBS Web site
(www.usajobs.opm.gov) to assist applicants in finding employment with
the federal government. All 22 of the CHCO Council members
responding to our survey reported that their agencies had made efforts
to improve their job announcements and Web postings. In narrative
responses to our survey, a CHCO Council member representing a major
department said, for example, that the USAJOBS Web site is an
excellent source for posting vacancies and attracting candidates.
Another said that the Recruitment One-Stop initiative was very timely in
developing a single automated application for job candidates.

e Automating hiring processes. In our May 2003 report, we conveyed
that manual processes for rating and ranking job candidates are time
consuming and delay the federal hiring process. OPM provides to
agencies on a contract or fee-for-services basis an automated hiring
system, USA Staffing, which is a Web-enabled software program that
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automates the steps of the hiring process. According to OPM, over 40
federal organizations have contracted with OPM to use USA Staffing.
Other federal agencies have relied on private vendors to automate their
hiring processes. Twenty-one of the 22 CHCO Council members
responding to our survey reported that their agencies had made efforts
to automate significant parts of their hiring processes.

¢ Improving candidate assessment tools. We concluded in our May
2003 report that key candidate assessment tools used in the federal
hiring process can be ineffective. We especially noted some of the
challenges of assessment tools and special hiring programs used for
occupations covered by the Luevano consent decree.* Although OPM
officials said that they monitor the use of assessment tools related to
positions covered under the Luevano consent decree, they have not
reevaluated these assessments tools. OPM officials told us, however,
that they have provided assessment tools or helped develop new
assessment tools related to various occupations for several agencies on
a fee-for-service basis. Although OPM officials acknowledged that
assessment tools in general need to be reviewed, they also noted that it
is each agency’s responsibility to determine what tools it needs to assess
job candidates. The OPM officials also said that if agencies do not want
to develop their own assessment tools, then they could request that
OPM help develop such tools under the reimbursable service program
that OPM operates. Twenty-one of the 22 CHCO Council members
responding to our survey reported that their agencies had made efforts
to improve their hiring assessment tools.

Agencies appear to be making limited use of two new personnel flexibilities
created by Congress in November 2002 and implemented by OPM in June
2003—category rating and direct-hire authority. Data on the actual use of
these new flexibilities are not readily available, but most CHCOs
responding to our survey indicated that their agencies are making little or
no use of either flexibility—a view confirmed by OPM officials based on

* The Luevano consent decree is a 1981 agreement that settled a lawsuit alleging that a
written test, Professional and Administrative Careers Examination (PACE), had an adverse
impact on African Americans and Hispanics. See Luevano v. Campbell, 93 F.R.D. 68 (D.D.C.
1981). The consent decree called for the elimination of PACE and required replacing it with
alternative examinations. In response to the consent decree, OPM developed the
Administrative Careers with America (ACWA) examination. The consent decree also
established two special hiring programs, Outstanding Scholar and Bilingual/Bicultural, for
limited use in filling former PACE positions.
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their contacts with agencies. The limited use of category rating is
somewhat unexpected given the views of human resources directors we
interviewed 2 years ago. As noted in our May 2003 report, many agency
human resources directors indicated that the antiquated method of ranking
and referring candidates was one of the key obstacles in the hiring process.
Category rating was authorized to address those concerns. In our survey of
CHCO Council members, 21 of the 22 respondents cited at least one barrier
that they said prevented or hindered their agencies from using or making
greater use of the new hiring flexibilities. Although no one specific barrier
was cited by a majority of survey respondents for either of the two new
hiring flexibilities, frequently cited barriers included (1) the lack of OPM
guidance for using the flexibilities, (2) the lack of agency policies and
procedures for using the flexibilities, (3) the lack of flexibility in OPM rules
and regulations, and (4) concern about possible inconsistencies in the
implementation of the flexibilities within the department or agency.

In a separate report we issued in May 2003 on the use of human capital
flexibilities, we recommended that OPM work with and through the new
CHCO Council to more thoroughly research, compile, and analyze
information on the effective and innovative use of human capital
flexibilities and more fully serve as a clearinghouse in sharing and
distributing information.” We noted that sharing information about when,
where, and how the broad range of flexibilities is being used, and should be
used, could help agencies meet their human capital management
challenges. As we recently testified, OPM and agencies need to continue to
work together to improve the hiring process, and the CHCO Council should
be a key vehicle for this needed collaboration.® To accomplish this effort,
agencies need to provide OPM with timely and comprehensive information
about their experiences in using various approaches and flexibilities to
improve their hiring processes. OPM—working through the CHCO
Council—can, in turn, help accomplish this effort by serving as a facilitator
in the collection and exchange of information about agencies’ effective
practices and successful approaches to improved hiring.

®U.S. General Accounting Office, Human Capital: OPM Can Betier Assist Agencies in
Using Personnel Flexibilities, GAO-03-428 (Washington, D.C.: May 9, 2003).

61U.S. General Accounting Office, Human Capital: Observations on Agencies’

Implementation of the Chief Human Capital Officers Act, GAO-04-800T (Washington, D.C.:
May 18, 2004).
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The federal government is now facing one of the most transformational
changes to the civil service in half a century, which is reflected in the new
personnel systems for DHS and the Department of Defense (DOD) and in
new hiring flexibilities provided to all agencies. Today’s challenge is to
define the appropriate roles and day-to-day working relationships for OPM
and individual agencies as they collaborate on developing innovative and
more effective hiring systems. Moreover, human capital expertise within
the agencies must be up to the challenge for this transformation to be
successful and enduring.

The Director of OPM provided written comments on a draft of this report,
which are reprinted in appendix III. In her written comments, the OPM
Director said that OPM has done much to assist agencies to improve hiring
and increase agency officials’ knowledge about hiring flexibilities available
to them, and she highlighted various examples of OPM’s efforts in this
regard. She also stressed that agencies must rise to the challenge, provide
consistent leadership at the senior level, take advantage of the training
opportunities offered by OPM, and make fixing the hiring process a
priority. The OPM Director also commented that the report “appears to
rely upon perceptions that are not consistent with the facts.” In technical
comments, OPM explained that this concern related to the reporting of
various narrative responses from our survey of CHCO Council members.
We disagreed with OPM'’s contention that such officials are not
knowledgeable enough to comment on the issues we raised in our
questionnaire. Additional information on OPM’s comments and our
evaluation of those comments is presented at the end of this report. Where
appropriate, we made changes to the report to address the comments we
received.

Background

Federal civil service employees, other than those in the Senior Executive
Service, are employed in either the competitive service or the excepted
service.” The competitive service examination process is one of the
processes intended to ensure that agencies' hiring activities comply with
merit principles. In January 1996, OPM delegated examining authority to

" Positions may be excepted from the competitive service by statute, by the President, or by
OPM. 5 C.FR. § 213.101. OPM may except positions from the competitive service when it
determines that appointments into such positions through competitive examination are not
practicable. 5 C.F.R. § 6.1(a). Examples of excepted service positions include chaplains,
attorneys, and political appointees. 5 C.F.R. Part 213, Subpart C.
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federal agencies for virtually all positions in the competitive service. Under
delegated examining authority, agencies conduct competitive examinations
that comply with merit system principles, other personnel-related laws, and
regulations as set forth in OPM’s Delegated Examining Operations
Handbook. OPM is responsible for ensuring that the personnel
management functions it delegates to agencies are conducted in
accordance with merit principles and the standards it has established for
conducting those functions.

The federal hiring process involves notifying the public that the
government will accept applications for a job, screening applications
against minimum qualification standards, and assessing applicants' relative
competencies or knowledge, skills, and abilities against job-related criteria
to identify the most qualified applicants. Federal agencies typically
examine or assess candidates by rating and ranking them based on of their
experience, training, and education, rather than by testing them. Figure 1
shows the typical steps for filling vacancies through the competitive
examining process.
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Figure 1: Typical Steps for Filling Competitive Selection Vacancies
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job manager
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applications.

information system.

Source: GAO.
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The Homeland Security Act of 2002 contained new hiring flexibilities that
could help agencies in expediting and controlling their hiring processes—
category rating and direct-hire authority. Category rating is an alternative
rating and selection procedure that can expand the pool of qualified job
candidates from which agency managers may select. Under this procedure,
an agency manager can select any job candidate placed in a best-qualified
category rather than being limited to three candidates under the “rule of
three.” Direct-hire authority allows an agency to appoint individuals to
positions without adherence to certain competitive examination
requirements when OPM determines that there is a severe shortage of
candidates or a critical hiring need. Specifically, when making
appointments under the newly authorized direct-hire authority, agencies
still are required to provide public notice of the job vacancies and screen all
applicants to ensure that they meet the basic qualification requirements of
the position; however, agencies are not required to numerically rate and
rank candidates nor apply the rule of three or veterans’ preference.

The act also established a CHCO position in 24 federal agencies to advise
and assist the head of each agency and other agency officials in their
strategic human capital management efforts.® Additionally, the act created
a CHCO Council to advise and coordinate these activities among the
agencies. In accordance with the act, members of the CHCO Council
include the Director of OPM, the Deputy Director for Management at the
Office of Management and Budget (OMB), the CHCOs from executive
departments, and additional agency members designated by the OPM
Director. The functions of the CHCO Council are to offer advice and
coordinate agencies’ activities concerning modernization of human
resources systems, improving the quality of human resources information,
and giving concerted attention to legislation affecting human resources
operations. The CHCO Council currently has five subcommittees that help
carry out its work, including a subcommittee on the hiring process.” The
purpose of the hiring subcommittee is to identify actions it or the CHCO
Council could take to improve recruiting and hiring in the federal
government.

8 The CHCO provisions, along with the hiring flexibilities, are contained in the Chief Human
Capital Officers Act of 2002, Title XIII of the Homeland Security Act.

® The CHCO Council has subcommittees on (1) the hiring process, (2) performance

management, (3) leadership development and succession, (4) employee conduct and poor
performers, and (5) emergency preparedness.
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Since the mid-1990s, the number of new federal hires increased
considerably—increasing from about 50,000 employees in 1996 to over
143,000 employees in 2002. Federal hiring in the mid-1990s declined
because many agencies were downsizing and did not need to fill positions.
Increasingly, agencies began hiring new employees, particularly because of
a slowdown in downsizing and growing numbers of employees retiring. In
fiscal year 2003, the largest federal hirer was DOD, which brought on board
more than one-third of all hires. The number of federal hires decreased in
2003 over 2002, which was primarily because of the hiring of nearly 35,000
airport screeners in 2002 into the newly created Transportation Security
Administration. Table 1 shows the number of new federal hires by
department or agency for fiscal year 2003.

|
Table 1: New Federal Hires by Department or Agency for Fiscal Year 2003

Competitive Excepted

Department or agency service service Total
Department of Defense 22,764 12,525 35,289
Department of Veterans Affairs 8,910 5,902 14,812
Department of the Treasury 8,038 527 8,565
Department of Homeland Security 4,220 1,636 5,856
Department of Justice 4,739 1,010 5,749
Department of Agriculture 3,505 847 4,352
Social Security Administration 1,897 2,411 4,308
Department of Transportation 499 2,284 2,783
Department of Interior 1,818 688 2,506
Department of Health and Human Services 1,761 722 2,483
Department of Commerce 1,255 226 1,481
All others 4,166 2,640 6,806
Total 63,572 31,418 94,990

Source: OPM Central Personnel Data File.
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Previous Work by GAO
and Others Has
Identified Key Problem
Areas in the
Competitive Hiring
Process

Within government and the private sector, it has been widely recognized
that the federal hiring process is lengthy and cumbersome and hampers
agencies' ability to hire the high-quality people they need to achieve their
agency goals and missions. Numerous studies and research over the past
decade by OPM, the Merit Systems Protection Board (MSPB), the National
Academy of Public Administration (NAPA), the Partnership for Public
Service, the National Commission on the Public Service, and GAO have
noted concerns and problems with the federal hiring process, as the
following examples illustrate.

e In October 2001, the Partnership for Public Service released the results
of a poll it had commissioned that found “many people view the process
of seeking federal employment as a daunting one. Three-quarters of
non-federal workers say making the application process quicker and
simpler would be an effective way of attracting talented workers to
government.”"

e In July 2002, NAPA reported that federal “hiring remains a slow and
tedious process.” The report noted that “Many managers are attempting
to rebuild a pipeline of entry level employees in this very competitive
labor market, yet current hiring methods do not keep pace with the
private sector.”!!

¢ In September 2002, MSPB said that the federal hiring process has a
number of key problems including “overly complex and ineffective
hiring authorities” and “inadequate, time-consuming assessment
procedures.”*?

19 Hart-Teeter Research, The Unanswered Call to Pubic Service: Americans’ Attitudes
Before and After September 11th (Washington, D.C.: October 2001).

' National Academy of Public Administration, Summary of Human Resources
Management Research for the National Commission on the Public Service (Washington,
D.C.: July 2002).

127.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, Making the Public Service Work: Recommendations
Jfor Change (Washington, D.C.: September 2002).
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¢ In November 2002, OPM in its strategic plan for 2002 through 2007
stated, “There is a general perception that our hiring process takes too
long and may not provide well-qualified candidates.”™

e In January 2003, the National Commission on the Public Service said,
“Recruitment to federal jobs is heavily burdened by ancient and illogical
procedures that vastly complicate the application process and limit the
hiring flexibility of individual managers.”**

Our May 2003 report on federal hiring summarized these concerns and
added further evidence to confirm many of the problems and issues that
have been identified over the past decade. As many of these and other
studies have noted, and as many human resources directors pointed out in
our prior interviews, nearly all parts of the competitive hiring process
hamper effective and efficient federal hiring. Key problem areas identified
in our May 2003 report included the following.

¢ QOutdated and cumbersome procedures to define a job and set the pay
are not applicable to the jobs and work of today.

¢ Unclear, unfriendly job announcements cause confusion, delay hiring,
and serve as poor recruiting tools.

¢ A key assessment tool and hiring programs used for several entry-level
positions are ineffective.

¢ Convening panels and the manual rating and ranking of applicants to
determine best-qualified applicants is time-consuming.

¢ Numerical rating and ranking and the "rule of three" limit the choice of
applicants and are viewed as ineffective.

As noted previously, our prior work surveying human resources directors,
along with the work of others, indicated that the time-to-hire is too long for
most federal hires. Comprehensive department or governmentwide data
on time-to-hire are often not available; however, in fiscal year 2002, OPM

137.S. Office of Personnel Management, Strategic Plan 2002-2007 (Washington, D.C.:
November 2002).

14 National Commission on the Public Service, Urgent Business for America: Revitalizing
the Federal Government for the 21st Century (Washington, D.C.: January 2003).
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OPM and Agencies Are
Taking Steps to
Improve the Hiring
Process

compiled and analyzed data on time-to-hire and found that it typically took
on average about 102 days for agencies to fill a vacancy using the
competitive process. At that time, OPM measured time-to-hire from the
period between when the request to hire or fill a position was received in
the human resources office to the appointment of an applicant to the
position. Additional time might be needed for a manager to obtain
approval for the requested hiring action at the beginning of the process or
for the new employee to receive a security clearance at the end of the
process. OPM officials told us that better data are not available on time-to-
hire and that they are surveying federal agencies to assess how to gather
systematic data on time-to-hire.

OPM and agencies are continuing to focus on the problems with the federal
hiring process we identified in our May 2003 report. OPM has taken actions
to address federal hiring across the board and for specific parts of the
hiring process. For example, in February of this year, the Director of OPM
issued a memorandum to the CHCOs of federal agencies offering 10 ways
that agencies can immediately improve their hiring processes using
authorities they already possess. Steps outlined in this memo include fully
engaging the agency’s human resources staff and offering recruiting
incentives such as recruitment bonuses, relocation expenses, and student
loan repayments. In addition, to encourage agencies to improve their
hiring processes, OPM is urging agencies to implement a new 45-day hiring
model, which measures the time-to-hire period from the date the vacancy
announcement closes to the date a job offer is extended. OPM officials
said they would work closely with agencies to deploy all appropriate
flexibilities to meet this goal. According to OPM, agencies will be scored
under the Human Capital Initiative of the President's Management Agenda
on their progress toward reducing time-to-hire. In addition, OPM is
administering a survey of CHCOs on agency hiring practices to identify
opportunities to use the flexibilities strategically, eliminate remaining
outmoded practices, and generally expedite the hiring process.

OPM and agencies have also taken actions to address various key parts of
the federal hiring process. These parts, which are discussed in this section,
include reforming the classification system, improving job announcements
and Web postings, automating hiring processes, and improving candidate
assessment tools. Our May 2003 report on federal hiring outlined
recommendations to OPM dealing with these key parts of the hiring
process. While OPM has placed concerted attention on three of these key
parts of the hiring process, focused attention and action by OPM to
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improve assessment tools, as we recommended in our May 2003 report,
could further help agencies in identifying the best candidates for federal
jobs.

Reforming the Classification
System Could Better
Facilitate Filling Positions
with the Right Employees

We previously reported the conclusion of many that the standards and
process for defining a job and determining pay in the federal government
are a key hiring problem because they are inflexible, outdated, and not
applicable to the jobs of today. The classification system is intended to
categorize jobs or positions according to the kind of work done, the level of
difficulty and responsibility, and the qualifications required for the position,
and is to serve as a building block to determine the pay for the position.
Generally, defining a job and setting pay in the federal government must be
based on standards in the Classification Act of 1949, which sets out 15
grade levels of the General Schedule (GS) expressed in terms of the
difficulty and level of responsibility for each specific position.'” The
federal classification process and standard job classifications were
generally developed decades ago when typical jobs were more narrowly
defined and often clerical or administrative in nature. However, jobs in
today's knowledge-based organizations often require a much broader array
of tasks that may cross over the narrow and rigid boundaries of job
classification standards and make it difficult to fit the job appropriately
into one of the over 400 federal occupations. According to a recent OPM
study, a key problem with federal job classification is that, under present
rules, characteristics such as workload, quality of work, and results are not
classification factors that can affect the overall level of basic pay for a
position.'® Given this limitation, the resulting job classifications and
related pay might hamper efforts to fill the positions with the right
employees.

Our May 2003 report noted some actions that OPM and agencies had taken
to address the federal job classification process. For example, we reported
that some agencies had automated their complicated classification
processes to reduce the time it takes to carry out this task. The
Department of the Army, for instance, created a centralized database that

15 The GS is the federal government’s main pay system for “white-collar” positions. Each of
the 15 grades of the GS are divided into 10 specific pay levels called “steps.”

16 U.S. Office of Personnel Management, A Fresh Start for Federal Pay: The Case for
Modernization (Washington, D.C.: April 2002).
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gives human resources managers at Army access to active position
descriptions and position-related information to help in classifying jobs. In
addition, we noted that OPM had revised the classification standards for
several job series, including health care professions and law enforcement,
to make them clearer and more relevant to current job duties and
responsibilities. At that time, OPM pointed out that the classification
standards and process needed to be reformed and that changes to the
Classification Act of 1949 were needed to make fundamental changes to
how jobs are defined and pay is set. Our report noted, however, that OPM
recognized the need to maintain the GS system in the absence of an
alternative and well-managed transition to a new system.

In our May 2003 report, we also recommended that OPM study how to
improve, streamline, and reform the classification process. In response to
our questions about the status of OPM'’s actions on this recommendation,
OPM said that it has recently taken several actions to address the job
classification process. OPM stated that most classification standards are
being issued as “job family” standards, which OPM said allows it to study
related occupations together to identify both commonalities and
differences. OPM also said that it is working closely with agencies to
ensure that classification standards reflect the current nature of federal
work. OPM noted, for example, that it is working with a number of
agencies to develop a new job family standard for administrative work in
the occupational series covering investigative work. In addition, OPM said
that it is exploring an integrated approach to classification and
qualification standards. By integrating these two functions into a single
occupational standard, OPM hopes to make more clear the link between
the work conducted in an occupation, the competencies required to
perform that work, and the requirements that individuals must
demonstrate to be placed into these positions. OPM believes an integrated
approach for classification and qualifications standards will improve the
quality of the federal workforce through competency-based qualifications
that identify the full range needed for successful job performance. This
new approach thus could better enable federal agencies to hire the right
person at the right time.
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OPM also recently collaborated with DHS to help reform its personnel
system. The Homeland Security Act, which created DHS, provided it with
significant flexibility to design a modern human capital system.
Specifically, DHS may deviate from the classification and most pay rate
requirements contained in Title 5 of the U.S. Code.}” Under proposed
regulations, DHS would create broad pay bands for much of the
department in place of the 15-grade GS system now in place for much of the
civil service. Several OPM-sponsored demonstration projects over the past
20 years have demonstrated the efficacy of pay banding systems that were
similar to the system being proposed by DHS."® Last September, we
reported that DHS’s process for designing its new human capital system
involved significant collaboration with OPM and generally reflected the
important elements of a successful transformation, including effective
communication and employee involvement.”” A new OPM initiative is to
collaborate with DOD as that department also develops and implements its
new personnel system—the National Security Personnel System.? In
testimony earlier this year, we stressed that DOD could benefit from
employing a collaborative and inclusive process similar to that used by
DHS.*

17 Public Law 107-296, Nov. 25, 2002. Title 5 is the title of the U.S. Code that stipulates
civilian personnel law for much of the federal civil service.

18 See our recent report describing several personnel demonstration projects: U.S. General
Accounting Office, Human Capital: Implementing Pay for Performance at Selected
Personnel Demonstration Projects, GAO-04-83 (Washington, D.C.: Jan. 23, 2004).

9U.S. General Accounting Office, Human Capital: DHS Personnel System Design Effort
Provides for Collaboration and Employee Participation, GAO-03-1099 (Washington, D.C.:
Sept. 30, 2003). Also, we reported on key practices and steps that can help agencies
implement successful transformations in modernizing their human capital policies in the
following reports: Results-Oriented Cultures: Implementation Steps to Assist Mergers and
Organizational Transformations, GAO-03-669 (Washington, D.C.: July 2, 2003); and
Highlights of a GAO Forum: Mergers and Transformations: Lessons Learned for a
Department of Homeland Security and Other Federal Agencies, GAO-03-293SP
(Washington, D.C.: Nov. 14, 2002).

2 The National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2004 authorized DOD to establish
anew civilian personnel system that is flexible, contemporary, and consistent with merit
system principles. Public Law 108-136, Nov. 24, 2003.

21 U.S. General Accounting Office, Department of Defense: Further Actions Needed to

Establish and Implement a Framework for Successful Financial and Business
Management Transformation, GAO-04-551T (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 23, 2004).
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Views of the CHCO Council
Members

Additionally, in April 2004, OPM released a draft publication entitled OPM’s
Guiding Principles for Civil Service Transformation, which, as its title
suggests, proposes a set of principles for reshaping the civil service
system.? In this draft document, OPM states that the modernization of the
federal job classification process should begin with governmentwide
legislation that mirrors the flexibilities provided to DHS and DOD. OPM
also indicates that reform in the areas of pay and performance management
systems should be a top priority, and that if agencies governmentwide do
not receive reforms similar to those that DHS and DOD have received in
this area, agencies risk being at a competitive disadvantage in recruiting a
talented workforce. Furthermore, OPM’s draft document suggests that
there is no need for further testing of pay-for-performance approaches in
the federal government and that it is now time to extend the DHS and DOD
pay-for-performance frameworks to other agencies that are ready to
modernize their human resources systems.

In our April 2004 survey of the members of the CHCO Council, 13 of the 22
respondents said that they were aware of efforts that OPM has made to
reform the federal classification process (see app. II for further
information). In narrative responses to our survey questions relating to job
classification, one CHCO Council member representing a large department,
for example, recognized OPM’s work to develop job family standards.
Conversely, a Council member representing an independent agency said he
was not aware of any significant OPM-led reforms related to classification.
For those respondents who said they were aware of any OPM efforts to
reform the classification process, we also asked about the extent to which
OPM’s efforts had helped their agencies and about their level of satisfaction
or dissatisfaction with such OPM efforts and related proposals. In
narrative responses to our survey questions, a CHCO Council member
representing a large department said, for example, that OPM had
relinquished any responsibility for reforming the process and that it has
been up to Congress to legislate reforms for specific agencies. Another
respondent said that OPM is making modest progress to change the
classification process within the purview of its authority but that changes
to existing law are necessary for real reform to occur.

We also asked the CHCO Council members for their views about who
should currently take the lead in furthering reform of the classification

2 .8. Office of Personnel Management, Draft: OPM’s Guiding Principles for Civil Service
Transformation (Washington, D.C.: April 2004).
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Status of Our Prior
Recommendation to OPM

process in the federal government. Fifteen of the 22 CHCO Council
members responding to our survey reported that either OPM (10
respondents) or Congress (5 respondents) should take the lead on
reforming the classification process, rather than the agencies themselves.
In narrative responses to our survey questions, one Council member
representing a major department said, for example, that CHCOs should be
closely involved in this effort and that OPM’s efforts could be improved
with the input and shared responsibility of the agencies. Another
respondent encouraged Congress to pass legislation granting other
agencies still under Title 5 rules a comparable degree of flexibility to that
provided to DHS, DOD, and other agencies given authority for personnel
reform. Another Council member representing a department suggested
that any reform effort on the part of OPM or others should focus on linking
true classification reform and pay for performance. Another respondent
said that an independent group or task force should take the lead in
furthering reform of the classification process.

OPM has implemented the recommendation that we made in last year’s
report for OPM to study how to improve, streamline, and reform the
classification process. The draft Guiding Principles for Civil Service
Transformation document released by OPM in April lays out some
significant proposals for changes to the civil service system, which
encompasses issues related to job classification. OPM told us that when
drawing conclusions about OPM’s efforts to reform the job classification
process, it is important to recognize OPM’s limited latitude under current
statute. OPM pointed out that it does not have the option of
accommodating the persistent broadening of work levels that has occurred
in organizations throughout the post-industrial workplace by establishing
standards that reflect fewer, broader levels of work. OPM has noted that its
ability to more effectively reform the classification process is limited under
current law and that legislation is needed to modify the current restrictive
classification process for the majority of federal agencies. OPM officials
said that they must maintain the 15-grade GS system and make it possible
for agencies to classify their GS positions reliably according to law in as
straightforward a manner as possible.
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Improved Job
Announcements and Web
Postings Can Serve as
Better Recruiting Tools

In our May 2003 report, we noted that the lack of clear and appealing
content in federal job announcements can hamper or delay the hiring
process. During the work for that report, our interviews with several
agency human resources directors revealed that federal job
announcements are frequently incomprehensible and make it difficult for
applicants to determine what the jobs require, and therefore do not serve
as effective recruiting tools. We cited reports® from MSPB that said
vacancy announcements often included poor organization and readability,
unclear job titles and duties, vague or restrictive qualification standards,
and the use of negative language or tone that might deter many qualified
candidates. MSPB also said that some job announcements were lengthy
and difficult to read online, contained jargon and acronyms, and appeared
to be written for people already employed by the government. MSPB
further noted that many of the announcements it reviewed did not include
information on retirement and other benefits, such as vacation time and
medical and health insurance, which might entice people to apply. As we
pointed out in our previous report, making vacancy announcements more
visually appealing, informative, and easy to access and navigate could
make them much more effective as recruiting tools.

Prior to the issuance of our last report on federal hiring, OPM had initiated
some actions to help make job announcements easier to access and
understand. OPM initiated an interagency project to modernize federal job
vacancy announcements, including providing guidance to agencies to
improve announcements. OPM also worked to obtain contractor support
to enhance its USAJOBS Web site with the goals of making it easier and
quicker for people to find federal jobs and enhancing the site’s “eye-
catching” appeal. This effort is part of the Recruitment One-Stop initiative,
which, as the name implies, would provide a one-stop Web site for federal
job seekers by implementing a single application point that includes
vacancy information, job application submission, application status
tracking, employment eligibility screening, and applicant database mining.

2 U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, Competing for Federal Jobs — Job Search
Experiences of New Hires (Washington, D.C.: February 2000); and Help Wanted: A Review
of Federal Vacancy Announcements (Washington, D.C.: December 2002).
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More recently, OPM also has taken additional steps to make job
announcements and Web postings more user friendly and effective. In
August 2003, OPM revamped the USAJOBS Web site to feature a quicker
job-search engine, sorting capabilities, and accessibility for disabled users.
Other new features included allowing applicants to create and save
application letters and store up to five resumes online as well as making
posted resumes searchable by agency recruiters. In an effort to centralize
and streamline the process, OPM had also originally proposed to have
executive branch agencies shut down their agency-unique job search
engines and resume builders. This raised concerns by competing private
vendors offering their own recruitment and hiring software to agencies.
According to OPM, in response to these concerns, it informed agencies that
they were free to adopt any online recruiting and hiring system they wish as
long as the system eventually was integrated with the governmentwide
online recruitment system.*

In March, we reported on the progress of various electronic government
initiatives, including the OPM-led Recruitment One-Stop initiative.”> We
noted OPM’s goal to increase customer satisfaction with the federal
application process through Recruitment One-Stop. According to OPM, the
customer satisfaction rating® for the USAJOBS Web site had increased
from a score of 68 on December 15, 2003, to a score 75.5 as of May 14, 2004.
We also reported that a resume-mining tool to identify candidates had been
implemented as part of the Web site but the tool had not been widely used
to date. OPM told us that the addition of the resume-mining tool was one of
many recent changes to the USAJOBS Web site and OPM had not yet fully
trained agencies on the use of this tool. Nevertheless, according to OPM,
since launching the new USAJOBS technology in August 2003, more than

% Concern over OPM’s original proposal also generated a restriction precluding OPM from
using its fiscal year 2004 funds to prohibit any agency from contracting with companies to
provide online employment applications and processing services. Departments of
Transportation and Treasury, a