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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The complexity of the challenges facing our 
federal government today places new demands on mem-
bers of the Senior Executive Service (SES). As our govern-
ment’s senior-most career leaders, they must continue to 
be not only technical experts but also strategic thinkers 
and skilled problem solvers. These new demands, cou-
pled with retirements looming large among this group of 
career civil servants, point to a stark need to strengthen 
the SES talent pipeline and prepare individuals to take 
over critical executive roles.

Over the past several months, the Partnership for 
Public Service and McKinsey & Company conducted in-
terviews and focus groups with political leaders, senior 
executives, leadership-development program partici-
pants and human resources personnel from federal agen-
cies across government, as well as with stakeholder or-
ganizations. Our research examined the current state of 
talent development for the SES, the phases of a cohesive 
SES pipeline strategy and options for strengthening that 
pipeline.

The sTaTe of TalenT  
developmenT for The ses

Without a central authority responsible for talent de-
velopment government-wide, each agency has created 
its own methods for managing up-and-coming execu-
tive talent, some more comprehensive than others. Most 
agencies have components of a talent pipeline, but those 
are often not integrated into a cohesive talent strategy. 
We found that senior agency leaders, the top political and 

career leaders, pay insufficient attention to identifying, 
developing, recruiting and selecting talent for the SES. 
And agencies usually end up hiring most of their SES 
members from their own ranks, often from the subcom-
ponent in which those candidates were already working.

The ideal pipeline: WhaT greaT TalenT 
developmenT looks like

We present four phases of a cohesive SES pipeline-devel-
opment strategy. We found that some agencies excel in 
one or more of these phases and could serve as examples 
for other agencies to emulate.

define leadership needs
To create a pipeline that meets their mission needs, agen-
cies engage in workforce planning: They assess and plan 
for gaps in skills, capabilities and experience. They also 
conduct leadership assessments to identify high-poten-
tial individuals and provide them with development op-
portunities.

Build the pipeline of future leaders
Agencies then build a strong pipeline of potential SES 
candidates with the requisite capabilities and qualifica-
tions. Building the internal pipeline involves formal train-
ing programs such as Candidate Development Programs 
(CDPs), on-the-job experience and opportunities to learn 
from coaches, mentors and peers. Ideally, agencies also 
would seek outside talent, including from other govern-
ment entities and from the nonprofit and private sectors.
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recruit and select ses members 
from the candidate pool
To broaden the candidate pool and 
encourage people to join the SES, 
agencies with solid pipelines have 
made efforts to simplify the hiring 
process: for example, making va-
cancy announcements less technical 
and agency-specific, and accepting 
resumes instead of requiring lengthy 
narratives for the initial application. 
They then rely on their Executive 
Resources Boards (ERBs) to help 
select the most qualified candidates 
and make a persuasive case to the 
Qualifications Review Board (QRB), 
run by the Office of Personnel Man-
agement (OPM).

assess and continuously  
improve leadership-  
development programs
As an ongoing part of the pipeline-
development process, best-practice 
agencies assess how their programs 
are working and continually fine-
tune them to produce the desired 
results. Ideally, they would use SES 
performance data to evaluate, over 
time, the effectiveness of SES mem-
bers who went through leadership-
development programs. They would 
also use this data, along with feed-
back from those executives, to make 
program improvements.

opTions for 
sTrengThening  
The ses pipeline

Create central responsibility and 
accountability for developing a 
strong pipeline of executives who 
serve as government-wide assets
The office of the deputy director for 
management at the Office of Man-
agement and Budget (OMB), with 
support of the full President’s Man-
agement Council (PMC), could as-
sume central responsibility for de-
veloping the SES pipeline. It could 
collaborate with OPM to encourage 
agencies to identify, train, recruit 

and select SES candidates who can 
serve as both agency and govern-
ment-wide assets. 

In addition, OPM could under-
take a number of valuable initiatives: 
It could create a central resume bank 
of aspiring and current SES mem-
bers, include rotational opportuni-
ties and interagency details in its 
online repository of SES vacancies, 
and expand its efforts to facilitate 
the sharing of best practices among 
agencies. 

OMB and OPM could also con-
sider requiring candidates to have 
broad experience and championing 
expansion of the Interagency Rota-
tion Program. Congress, for its part, 
could ensure funding for leader-
ship-development programs. The 
president could convene the SES as 
a community to show the adminis-
tration’s support for senior leaders 
and inspire those in the pipeline to 
join the SES.

develop a comprehensive 
approach for developing talent 
for the ses, incorporating best 
practices
Federal agencies should design 
a comprehensive, integrated ap-
proach for developing individuals 
with executive potential. Agencies 
should tailor SES preparation pro-
grams in accordance with the view 
that SES positions require a broad 
perspective and exceptional leader-
ship and management skills; posi-
tions that don’t have such require-
ments should be recategorized into 
the Senior Level (SL) or Scientific 
or Professional (ST) designation. 
Agencies should track the costs 
and outcomes of their leadership-
development programs, and gather 
and share feedback from program 
participants, supervisors and agency 
leaders. In addition, agency leaders 
and Congress can use the results of 
the annual Federal Employee View-
point Survey to inform improve-
ments to their leadership-develop-
ment programs.

prioritize the development  
of future executives
Senior agency leaders should be ac-
countable for leadership develop-
ment and succession planning, and 
they should model the behavior they 
wish to see cascade through the or-
ganization. They also should hold 
their senior executives accountable 
in performance plans for building 
the next generation of SES mem-
bers. Top career and political lead-
ers should serve on agencies’ ERBs 
and actively participate in selecting 
talent for leadership-development 
programs, serving as advisers and 
mentors for participants in these 
programs and making sure that in-
dividuals selected for hire meet the 
agency’s needs.

open ses pipelines more fully  
to external candidates
Agency leaders should instill a cul-
ture that seeks talent from both 
inside and outside the agency and 
federal government. Executive re-
sources staff, for example, should 
work with hiring managers to make 
sure that SES job announcements do 
not unintentionally exclude or dis-
courage non-government applicants. 
Agencies also should pursue part-
nerships and short-term exchanges 
with business, academia, state and 
local government and others to give 
external candidates exposure to fed-
eral service.

For our federal government to se-
cure the executive talent it needs 
for the future, agencies must bolster 
their talent pipelines and take a more 
strategic approach to developing the 
capabilities of potential leaders who 
can serve as government-wide as-
sets. Such efforts will go a long way 
toward ensuring that our govern-
ment will have strong and effective 
leaders who are well equipped to 
meet the challenges of tomorrow.
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The complex challenges confronting government, 
from national security and healthcare reform to the debt 
crisis and unemployment, demand the best of govern-
ment leaders. Because these challenges cut across agen-
cies, sectors and government levels, dealing with them 
effectively requires executives with not only technical 
expertise but also strong leadership and management 
skills. Add to these issues the significant pressure from 
spending restrictions, fiscal uncertainty, pay and hiring 
freezes and the evolving financial and political ramifica-
tions of a sequester, and it’s clear that the American gov-
ernment’s senior-most leaders must be strategic thinkers 
and skilled problem solvers.

Indeed, those kinds of leaders are what the authors of 
the Civil Service Reform Act of 1978 envisioned. The law 
established the Senior Executive Service (SES), the cadre 
of career civil servants who hold the top managerial and 
policy positions in the federal government. Members of 
this elite corps were meant to be government-wide as-
sets, helping to solve the nation’s knottiest problems by 
lending their strategic expertise and management prow-
ess across various agencies.

The need for savvy, well-trained government leaders 
to fill executive positions will only become more acute: 
Nearly two-thirds of the members of the SES are eligi-
ble to retire in the next five years. While the loss of such 
experienced talent and institutional knowledge creates 
a challenge for the federal government, it also presents 
an opportunity to take a deliberate approach to develop-
ing talent and equipping future executives with the skills 
they will need. Are federal agencies prepared for the po-
tential turnover? Are they grooming high-performing in-
dividuals to fill some of the government’s most important 
executive positions? What exactly are agencies doing to 
ensure they have a healthy pipeline of leaders?

Building on our 2012 research on SES mobility,1 the 
Partnership for Public Service and McKinsey & Com-
pany embarked on a second study—this time to examine 
how federal agencies are building a talent pipeline for 
the SES.  In this report, we discuss the current state of 
executive preparation at federal agencies. We describe 
the ideal process for building a leadership pipeline and 
highlight promising agency practices that can be repli-
cated across government. Finally, we offer a set of steps 
that agencies could take in their ongoing efforts to attract 
and nurture the best talent for SES positions.

In researching this report, we reviewed current 
pipeline-management practices at major federal agen-
cies and examined how people are being prepared to join 
the SES. We did an extensive review of articles, publi-
cations, guidelines and policies related to SES pipeline 
development. In addition, we analyzed data from the 
Office of Personnel Management (OPM) for civilian fed-
eral employees from 2002 through 2012. We interviewed 
executive-development program managers, chief human 
capital officers (CHCOs), HR staff, agency assistant sec-
retaries and senior leaders from 22 federal agencies, and 
we conducted three focus groups composed of aspiring, 
current or retired SES members. We also spoke with 
leaders and staff at the key central management agen-
cies, including OPM and the office of Management and 
Budget (OMB), as well as stakeholder organizations such 
as the Senior Executives Association (SEA). In total, 77 
individuals from 27 organizations participated in our re-
search (see Appendix A for a full list).

We hope our report sparks debate and action; we 
firmly believe that a robust SES pipeline is critical to en-
suring our government’s future effectiveness.

1  Mission-Driven Mobility: Strengthening Our Government Through 
a Mobile Leadership Corps, McKinsey & Company and the Partnership 
for Public Service, February 2012.

InTRodUCTIon
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any organization that has had vacancies in  
leadership positions knows firsthand how crucial build-
ing a leadership pipeline is. For federal agencies, the need 
for a pipeline is taking on even greater urgency in light 
of the large number of potential SES retirements. In the 
next five years, nearly two-thirds of SES members will 
be retirement eligible (Appendix B). As Figure 1 shows, 
actual SES retirements also have been on the rise since 
2009, suggesting that the federal government should 
prepare for considerable turnover in its executive ranks 
(also see Appendix C).

While a wave of retirements—and the accompanying 
loss of deep institutional knowledge—can be worrisome 
to an agency, retirements could give the federal govern-
ment an opportunity to reshape the SES as a mobile 
corps of versatile leaders. But agencies, as well as OPM 
and OMB, know that it will require a concerted effort 
and sustained attention. Over the course of our research, 
we identified four factors hindering agencies from build-
ing robust SES pipelines. These factors aren’t trivial, but 
some agencies have found ways to build a strong SES 
pipeline in spite of them.

ThE STATE of TAlEnT  
dEVElopMEnT foR ThE SES

Source: FedScope (fedscope.opm.gov) from the Office of Personnel 
Management for career senior executives in full-time, non-seasonal, 
permanent positions.

Figure 1 
government-wide trend in ses retirements

Percent of career SES who retired by end of fiscal year

2009

2010

2011

2012 8.3%

8.1%

7.1%

5.8%
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1 eaCh agenCy is responsiBle for preparing iTs oWn TalenT for exeCuTive posiTions,  
WiTh liTTle CenTral oversighT or aCCounTaBiliTy

OPM provides oversight and as-
sistance to agencies on executive 
development through its Executive 
Resources and Employee Develop-
ment office. It also disseminates best 
practices and facilitates information 
sharing among agencies—for ex-
ample, by collaborating with OMB, 
the President’s Management Coun-
cil (PMC) and the CHCO Council 
to develop tools and resources on 
hiring, selection and onboarding. It 
oversees the certification of agencies’ 
CDPs, which are designed to train 
potential SES members. In addition, 
OPM coordinates the Qualifications 

Review Board (QRB), an indepen-
dent board, staffed by SES members 
across government, that is respon-
sible for assessing the qualifications 
and approving the final selection of 
SES candidates.

These efforts have been helpful 
to a number of agencies, but OPM 
doesn’t have the capacity, resources 
or authority to take charge of execu-
tive development government-wide. 
No federal entity holds agencies ac-
countable for developing potential 
executives who can become govern-
ment-wide assets. There’s no stan-
dardized approach for preparing 

executives for the SES—and because 
every agency independently devel-
ops its executive pipeline, quality 
varies markedly and little attention 
is given to government-wide needs.

Furthermore, there’s little trans-
parency into the SES candidate pool. 
Information about the background, 
skills and interests of aspiring or 
current SES members is not widely 
collected or shared. “If there were a 
centralized list of high-potential pre-
SES folks, I would check to see what 
the pool was for filling our slots,” one 
interviewee said.

2 many federal agenCies have sTrong elemenTs of ses TalenT developmenT in plaCe,  
BuT These elemenTs are seldom parT of a Cohesive sTraTegy

Agencies with a solid leadership 
pipeline rely on leadership-develop-
ment programs that pull in promis-
ing employees early in their careers. 
These programs—which can include 
rotation assignments, coaching, 
mentoring and other opportunities—
build upon one another and often 
have a CDP or an equivalent program 
as the capstone.

Although many agencies have el-
ements of a strong pipeline in place, 
such as workforce planning or train-
ing, we found that those elements 
often are disconnected from one 
another rather than functioning as 
parts of a cohesive strategy. Some in-
terviewees said they took part in pro-
grams at Harvard’s Kennedy School 
of Government, American University 
or the Federal Executive Institute, or 
in the Excellence in Government Fel-
lows program run by the Partnership, 
but their participation in those pro-
grams wasn’t part of a broader SES 
talent-development strategy.

The CDP is the one program 
expressly designed to focus on the 
five Executive Core Qualifications 
(ECQs) on which SES applicants are 
evaluated: leading change, leading 
people, being results-driven, hav-

ing business acumen and building 
coalitions. OPM certifies CDPs, but 
because agencies design and imple-
ment them on their own, they vary 
significantly in content and quality. 
Agencies also vary in how they view 
their CDP: Some rely on it as the pri-
mary feeder for the SES while others 
view it as one of many ways to de-
velop talent. Still others place people 
in CDPs without much expectation 
they will rise to the SES ranks. 

Often, there is a mismatch be-
tween candidates’ and agencies’ ex-
pectations for the program. Even in 
agencies that view CDPs as a feeder 
for the SES, programs aren’t always 
aligned with the workforce-planning 
process, resulting in low SES place-
ment rates for graduates (Table  1). 
Government-wide, between fiscal 
2005 and June 2012, slightly more 
than half of CDP graduates had been 
placed in SES positions, but those 
graduates make up a small part of the 
SES overall. In total, only 12 percent 
of the new SES executives hired in 
the first three-quarters of fiscal 2012 
had graduated from a CDP (Figure 2; 
Appendix D).

Many agencies can describe the 
strengths and weaknesses of their 

CDP’s or produce data on the num-
ber of courses offered and people 
participating; some collect feedback 
from participants. However, several 
interviewees mentioned how dif-
ficult it was to calculate the return 
on investment from leadership-de-
velopment programs.  “I don’t think 
anyone knows how to do it. It’s ask-
ing the question of whether you’re 
a better leader than you were a year 
ago, which is hard to get at,” one in-
terviewee said. 

Not all agencies collect and ana-
lyze data on the costs and impact of 
training and development activities, 
according to a 2012 Government Ac-
countability Office (GAO) report.2 
Nor are there routine checks to de-
termine if current executives possess 
the skills and expertise the agency 
needs now.  “There are people who 
were hired 20 years ago that have 
skills we don’t need anymore,” an in-
terviewee said.

2  U.S. General Accountability Office, Federal 
Training Investments: Office of Personnel Man-
agement and Agencies Can Do More to Ensure 
Cost-Effective Decisions, (Washington, D.C.: 
September 2012).



8         PARTNERSHIP FOR PUBLIC SERVICE   |   MCKINSEY & COMPANY

table 1 
Cdp placement rate between fiscal 2005 and June 2012 

Entered SES

Agency* Total CDP graduates Within 1 year Within 2 years By June 2012**

Government-wide*** 1,117 32.1% 45.6% 54.1%

Department of Agriculture 75 13.3% 32.0% 42.7%

Department of Commerce 74 8.1% 12.2% 18.9%

Department of Energy 24 8.3% 12.5% 20.8%

Department of Health and Human Services 45 26.7% 42.2% 55.6%

Department of Homeland Security 169 18.9% 39.1% 48.5%

Department of Housing and Urban Development 10 30.0% 40.0% 60.0%

Department of the Interior 71 28.2% 32.4% 46.5%

Department of Justice 45 11.1% 20.0% 42.2%

Department of Labor 18 22.2% 38.9% 55.6%

Department of Treasury 169 60.9% 78.1% 79.9%

Department of Veterans Affairs 56 28.6% 39.3% 51.8%

Environmental Protection Agency 28 39.3% 67.9% 78.6%

National Aeronautics and Space Administration 82 26.8% 41.5% 51.2%

Nuclear Regulatory Commission 108 63.0% 75.9% 78.7%

Office of Management and Budget 22 59.1% 72.7% 81.8%

Social Security Administration 69 30.4% 42.0% 46.4%

*Refers to the agency that employed the graduate while he/she was participating in the CDP, which may or may not be the agency that hosted the 
CDP. **Refers to anyone who participated in a CDP between fiscal 2005 and June 2012 and was then placed in the SES. Some of these individuals 
may have graduated from a CDP within the past year. ***Includes all CDP graduates. While agencies with very few CDP graduates are not listed in 
this chart, executives at these agencies are included in the government-wide total.

Source: Office of Personnel Management analysis of the Central Personnel Data File (now called EHRI-SDM) for career senior executives employed 
at agency as of June 2012.

Figure 2 
source of new career ses members* 
by Cdp participation Fiscal 2012**

Figure 3 
source of new career ses members* Fiscal 2012**

*N=562. **Through June 2012. ***Includes the private sector, nonprofit sector and agencies that do not report their data to OPM.

Source: Partnership analysis of the Central Personnel Data File (now called EHRI-SDM) for career senior executives converted or newly appointed 
to career SES positions as of June 2012.

12%
CDP graduate

8%
From outside  

federal government*** 

5%  
Same agency but  
different subcomponent

11%
Different agency

8%
From outside  
federal government***

80%
non-Cdp graduate

76%
Same agency and 

subcomponent
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3 many senior agenCy leaders pay insuffiCienT  
aTTenTion To exeCuTive developmenT

We found that senior agency leaders, 
for the most part, pay insufficient at-
tention to ensuring that their agency 
identifies, develops, recruits and se-
lects the best executives. “I’m struck 
by the inability of organizational 
leadership to look at their SES corps 
critically,” said one senior agency 
leader, observing that most of his 
peers at other agencies don’t think 
of developing SES pipelines as their 
core responsibility.

Our interviewees suggested that 
even while senior agency leaders see 
lack of SES “bench strength” as an is-
sue, they often treat development of 
talent for the SES as a process-ori-
ented function rather than a strategic 
one. Senior agency leaders—political 
appointees in particular—may feel 

they have little choice given compet-
ing demands on their time and the 
difficult policy issues they face on a 
daily basis, and thus tend to delegate 
talent-related duties and decisions to 
their HR staff. One consequence of 
this lack of senior-level attention is 
a disconnect between agency leaders’ 
and HR leaders’ perceptions of the 
quality of their agency’s executive 
talent, the effectiveness of their lead-
ership-development programs and 
the strength of the SES pipeline. The 
HR leaders we interviewed struck 
a generally positive note on these 
topics, whereas the agency leaders 
we spoke with raised concerns. One 
senior agency leader said, “We have 
about five ‘fixers’ [out of more than 
100 SES members]—people who can 

move from one unit to another to 
manage projects or solve problems. 
I don’t think it’s a bad group, but I 
don’t have a lot of stars.” The discon-
nect between senior agency leaders 
and HR leaders could hinder agen-
cies from identifying the mix of skills 
they need and, ultimately, from get-
ting the best talent.

Executive Resources Boards 
(ERBs), which are panels of agency 
executives responsible for making 
SES selections, are meant to serve as 
the direct link between agency lead-
ers and the HR function. However, 
we found great variation in how in-
volved the ERBs actually are in iden-
tifying and selecting SES talent.

4 agenCies shoW a sTrong preferenCe  
for a pipeline of inTernal TalenT

Most agencies do well at appro-
priately rewarding and promoting 
high-performing employees. In-
deed, many outstanding organiza-
tions lean toward promoting from 
within. However, as government’s 
challenges increase and new skills 
are required, agencies may need to 
open a broader set of opportunities 
to outside candidates. In general, se-
nior agency leaders see the value in 
bringing in external talent—either 
from other government agencies or 
from the private or nonprofit sec-
tors—to offer different perspectives 
and additional skill sets. But a num-
ber of factors serve to stem the flow 
of outside candidates.

The vast majority of SES mem-
bers not only come from within 
their agencies, but data from the first 
three quarters of fiscal 2012 show 
that about three of four new SES 
members were hired from within the 
agency subcomponent in which they 
were already working (Figure 3; Ap-
pendix E). Today, 20 of 28 agencies 

hire fewer than 10 percent of their 
SES members from outside the fed-
eral government (Appendix F).

Most agencies simply prefer 
individuals who already know the 
organization well. One interviewee 
said SES members typically come up 
through the ranks and “are selected 
because of their knowledge of the 
content, not because of their man-
agement skills.” Agencies normally 
don’t think about hiring external 
candidates unless the circumstances 
are unusual—an emergency backlog, 
a desperate need for new skills, the 
need to create a new agency from 
scratch.

The application process itself fa-
vors internal candidates over exter-
nal ones. Several focus group partici-
pants talked about how the process is 
nearly impossible to navigate without 
insider knowledge. Job announce-
ments often are written in a way that 
favors those with agency-specific 
technical skills rather than general 
leadership and management compe-

tencies. In addition, many agencies 
still do not accept resumes, requiring 
instead that applicants write lengthy 
narratives demonstrating their profi-
ciency in the Executive Core Qualifi-
cations, the standards used to evalu-
ate SES candidates. One focus group 
participant who came from outside 
government said ECQs “seemed al-
most irrelevant to the task of figuring 
out if what I can do matched with 
what they needed.” Some agencies, 
including the Department of Home-
land Security (DHS) and the Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs (VA), have 
taken action, adopting resume-based 
hiring for SES positions and assisting 
other agencies that want to do the 
same.

A few interviewees observed that 
it can be challenging to get QRB ap-
proval for external candidates. The 
QRB, they said, often asks for addi-
tional information or rejects external 
candidates outright.
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SES 
Pipelines

6,086 
career SES members

The Senior Executive Service (SES) has been recognized as an elite cadre 
of the government’s top leaders. Though the number of career senior 
executives is relatively small—7,198 members in 2012, representing 0.4 
percent of the 2.1 million member federal workforce—these executives 
have the potential to effect significant change across government. 

Ten years ago, in 2002, the federal workforce included 6,086 SES 
members and 260,063 employees who were in GS-13 to GS-15 positions, 
typically feeder positions for the SES. A decade later, nearly 29 percent of 
those SES members from 2002 remained in SES positions, and 1.4 percent 
of those who had been in the GS-13 to GS-15 cohort in 2002 had moved 
up to join the SES. 

If every one of the 6,086 SES positions occupied in 2002 had been 
vacated and filled by an individual from inside government, the total 
percentage of GS-13s to GS-15s that could possibly have moved into 
SES positions would have been 2.3 percent. However, many of the SES 
positions never opened, and a small number were filled by people from 
outside government.

On average, 767 career SES jobs are filled in any given year. The small 
number of SES positions available for internal talent who seek to enter the 
SES ranks underscores the importance and selectivity of the SES. And it 
makes it imperative for agencies to fully prepare their future leaders and 
make sure their talent pipelines produce the exceptional leadership the 
government needs.

NoTES

For the mobility numbers, our analysis looked at the agency subcomponents of individuals 
in 2002 and 2012. It does not account for movement between those years. The Department 
of Homeland Security (DHS) was not in place at the start of the 2002 timeframe. If DHS 
subcomponents as they existed within other agencies in 2002 are matched to current DHS 
subcomponents, the mobility numbers would show lower rates of mobility than those displayed 
in this analysis.

Reasons why individuals are no longer in the SES but still in federal service could include: 
moving to an agency that does not use SES appointments for senior executives; returning to 
more technical, less managerial positions; or choosing or being asked to step back from the SES 
due to performance or skills mismatch.

260,063 
GS-13 to GS-15  

level employees

2002
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42.7%  111,105
Left federal service

55.9%  145,274
Still non-SES

1.4%  3,684
Joined the SES

28.7%  1,748
Still in the SES

5.9%  360
Former SES, still 
in federal service

65.4%  3,978
Left federal service

SES cohort

GS-13 to GS-15 cohort

62%  2,291
Are in the same agency 

and subcomponent

12%  456
Are in the same agency but 

different subcomponent

26%  937
Are in a different agency

Of the 1.4% that joined the SES:

76%  110,062
Are in the same agency 

and subcomponent

11%  15,901
Are in the same agency but 

different subcomponent

13%  19,311
Are in a different agency

Of the 55.9% Non-SES:

87%  96,964
Retired

8%  8,438
Resigned

1%  656
Were terminated

4%  5,047
Left another way

Of the 42.7% that left federal service:

85%  3,369
Retired

8%  338
Resigned

1%  30
Were terminated

6%  241
Left another way

81%  1,417
Are in the same agency 

and subcomponent

9%  161
Are in the same agency but 

different subcomponent

10%  170
Are in a different agency

Of the 28.7% still in the SES:

57%  206
Are in the same agency 

and subcomponent

12%  42
Are in the same agency but 

different subcomponent

31%  112
Are in a different agency

Of the 5.9% former SES:

Of the 65.4% that left federal service:

2012
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define leadership needs

Create a pipeline strategy that will fulfill mission-based needs:

 ɚ Engage in workforce planning that identifies gaps and needs in skills/
capabilities, experience or bench strength, relative to mission needs.

 ɚ Conduct leadership assessments to identify high-
potential employees and their development needs.

Build a strong pool of potential SES candidates who have 
needed skills, capabilities and experience:

 ɚ Build an internal pipeline via formal training programs (CDPs, for example), 
on-the-job experience and sessions with coaches, mentors and peers.

 ɚ Build an external pipeline that draws from other agencies, state/
local government and the private and nonprofit sectors.

Choose from a well-qualified talent pool that can deliver 
on agency and government missions:

 ɚ Simplify the hiring process by allowing applicants to submit a 
resume and improving how job announcements are written.

 ɚ Screen for most-qualified candidates through an engaged Executive 
Resources Board that selects talent to meet agency needs.

1

Build The pipeline of fuTure leaders

2

reCruiT and seleCT ses memBers from The CandidaTe pool

3

assess and ConTinuously 
improve This approaCh To 
managing The ses pipeline

4

Figure 4 
phases of the executive talent pipeline
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figure 4 shows the phases of a cohesive pipeline-
development strategy: defining leadership needs, build-
ing the pipeline of future leaders from both internal and 
external sources, and recruiting and selecting SES from 
the candidate pool, with assessment and continuous im-
provement as an ongoing part of the process. These phas-
es shouldn’t stand in isolation but, rather should be part 
of an integrated approach to SES talent development. 
Senior-leadership involvement and support is crucial in 
every phase.

We found that some agencies—including the De-
partment of Defense (DOD), the General Accountability 
Office (GAO), the Internal Revenue Service (IRS), the 
Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC), and the Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs (VA)—excel in their execution 
of one or more of these phases and thus could serve as 
examples for other agencies to emulate.

While this report is focused on developing the pipe-
line for future executives, agencies shouldn’t neglect 
ongoing development for SES members. After investing 
significantly in developing their SES pipelines and hiring 
and selecting SES talent, agencies should strive to retain 
top talent by providing good onboarding and continuing 
professional development.

1  
define leadership needs

The first step in developing a talent pipeline is under-
standing and predicting the agency’s workforce needs. 
Agencies must develop the capability to predict their SES 
vacancies accurately, define each position’s roles and re-
sponsibilities and determine the skills and competencies 
required for each position. Agencies must then be able 
to analyze the gaps between the talent they have and the 
talent they’ll need, and come up with a strategy for filling 
those gaps. The IRS, for instance, has established sophis-
ticated processes for workforce planning and leadership 
assessment.

engage in workforce planning
Agencies should plan for predictable leadership gaps, 
such as SES retirements. At VA, for example, employees 
are formally encouraged to give more than the traditional 
two weeks’ notice when they retire, with assurance that 
sharing their plans early will not be detrimental to their 
career in any way. When employees reach out to the full-
time staff member who is in charge of retirement and ben-
efits counseling, he or she asks permission to share their 
retirement plans with VA leadership. Most employees 

ThE IdEAl pIpElInE:  
WhAT gREAT EXECUTIVE 

dEVElopMEnT lookS lIkE
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consent. With advance notice of re-
tirements, VA has more time—often, 
at least several months—to recruit for 
positions and manage the transition.

In their succession planning, 
agencies will soon be able to take 
advantage of a phased retirement 
option that will allow executives to 
work part time as they transition 
into retirement. OPM is in the pro-
cess of finalizing the implementing 
regulations, but once in effect, this 
option would give agencies time to 
determine if and how they want to 
fill the affected positions. Agencies 
also can recategorize SES positions 
as Senior Level (SL) or Scientific or 
Professional (ST), if appropriate—
classifications that don’t require the 
same type of management and lead-
ership skills as the SES.

Workforce planning goes be-
yond planning for retirements or 
other vacancies. It should also re-
flect any shifts in an agency’s strate-
gic direction. Will an agency be do-
ing new types of work that require 
different skills? Is its workload shift-
ing, such that it needs less of one 
skill and more of another? Its work-
force plan should include clear goals 
as to the number of leaders it is aim-
ing to develop over a specified time 
frame and the particular set of skills 
they should have.

Conduct leadership assessments
Forward-thinking agencies identify 
high-performing individuals early 
in their careers, evaluate their skills 
and competencies and provide them 
with appropriate development op-
portunities to meet the agency’s 
long-term mission needs. A crucial 
first step in leadership assessment is 
to define a small number of leader-
ship competencies and describe what 

“great” looks like for each. Agencies 
that conduct assessments, such as 
the IRS (see sidebar), can then get a 
detailed picture of the leadership po-
tential in their organizations, which 
informs decisions about recruiting, 
training and succession planning.

The IRS’s strategic approach to talent pipelines
The IRS is widely cited by OPM and 
other agencies as excelling in leader-
ship development. The agency runs a 
completely integrated set of leader-
ship development programs, tightly 
linked to succession planning.

In recent years, the agency has 
refined its Leadership Succession 
Review (LSR) process. Conducted 
annually for non-managers, frontline 
managers, department managers 
and senior managers, the LSR allows 
the agency to collect valuable infor-
mation about its rising leaders, such 
as what kinds of training they need 
to be ready to move to the next level. 
The LSR includes an individual self-
assessment, as well as a manager’s 
assessment of the employee’s skills 
and competencies. Managers then 
sit down with employees to discuss 
their strengths and opportunities for 
growth and to put together a devel-
opment plan.

The agency aggregates data 
from these assessments, yielding a 
wealth of information about its work-
force. For example, the agency can 
see what percentages of employees 
are performing at or above their cur-

rent level and identify skill gaps in in-
dividual offices and across the agen-
cy. Data can also be used to select 
candidates for CDPs and gauge indi-
vidual interest in leadership positions.

The LSR provides insights into 
the agency’s bench strength. As of 
November 2012, the LSR data showed 
that the IRS had three candidates 
ready for every vacancy for frontline 
managers, 10 candidates for every 
department manager position and 
five candidates for every senior man-
ager position. In addition, through the 
LSR, the agency found a 4 percent 
increase over a two-year period in 
the number of employees interested 
in leadership positions. The LSR also 
brought to light key skills gaps across 
the agency, such as critical thinking, 
problem solving and decision-mak-
ing, and found a weaker leadership 
bench in certain geographic loca-
tions. Armed with this information, 
the agency has begun to take action 
to strengthen its talent pipelines. For 
example, it is refining the curricula for 
its IRS University, launched in 2012, to 
get better at addressing the skill gaps 
identified.
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2 Build The pipeline  
of fuTure leaders

Based on information from their 
workforce plans and leadership as-
sessments, agencies can create a 
strategy for building their SES pipe-
lines. They should make careful 
choices about how to develop inter-
nal leaders and when and where to 
recruit externally.

Build an internal pipeline
Agencies should be deliberate about 
building the skills they need for the 
future, rather than simply expect-
ing employees to learn as they go 
or equating agency tenure with SES 
readiness. Ideally, agencies will pre-
pare internal candidates for SES po-
sitions using a combination of train-
ing techniques, including formal 
classroom-style sessions, on-the-job 
experience and coaching from men-
tors and peers. They will also make a 
concerted effort to build interest in 
the SES, addressing the barriers that 
might prevent individuals from pur-
suing this career path.

Formal training programs
Most agencies with strong talent 
pipelines offer several leadership-
development programs that employ-
ees can take long before they are 
ready to enter a CDP or equivalent 
SES preparation program. At the 
NRC, for instance, employees have 
already completed a number of de-
velopment programs by the time they 
participate in a CDP (see sidebar).

In addition to honing techni-
cal, managerial and leadership skills, 
training programs also can help po-
tential candidates understand what 
it is like to be in the SES and help 
them assess whether it is the right 
fit for them. OPM, for example, runs 
a one-week program for GS-15 em-
ployees called the Senior Executive 
Assessment Program (SEAP) that 
demystifies the SES and assesses 
participant readiness for executive 
positions. The program organizes 

The NRC’s offerings in leadership development
The Nuclear Regulatory Commis-
sion’s (NRC) CDP has one of the high-
est placement rates in government. 
According to the agency, 93 percent 
of its CDP graduates have entered the 
SES since 2001.

The NRC begins cultivating po-
tential executives well before they 
reach the senior level. The agency 
runs a leadership academy, with a set 
of leadership-development programs 
that build upon one another and pre-
pare talent for leadership positions. 
For example, NRC offers a competi-
tive Leadership Potential Program 
(LPP) for high-performing individu-
als with little or no supervisory ex-
perience. The 12-month program is 
targeted at individuals at the GS-13 
to GS-15 level and combines formal 
classroom learning with activities 
such as action-learning projects and 
rotation assignments. The leader-
ship academy also includes individual 
classes and full curricula for supervi-
sors and team leaders. This extensive 
background in leadership develop-
ment prepares top candidates for 
participation in the agency’s CDP, 
providing a stronger foundation for 
SES placement upon graduation.

The NRC is careful about aligning 
its CDP with specific talent needs and 
succession plans. The agency doesn’t 
run a CDP if it knows that gradu-
ates will have to wait a long time for 

SES positions to open. “We don’t go 
around and ask for retirement dates,” 
said an interviewee. “We try to time 
it just right by relying on succession 
planning and executives’ updates on 
their future plans.” Between 2005 
and 2008, the NRC ran a CDP every 
other year and then stopped for a few 
years, given the agency’s projected 
talent needs. The agency typically 
gave special assignments—such as a 
position as an acting SES manager in 
a regional office—to CDP graduates 
who had not yet entered the SES, so 
they could continue to develop exec-
utive-leadership skills.

The agency’s ERB plays an active 
role in managing the talent pipeline, 
specifically in selecting LPP and CDP 
candidates and approving program 
content. “A succession-planning list is 
taken to every ERB meeting so that 
members can comment on moves or 
vacancies,” said an interviewee, add-
ing that the ERB has “very engaged 
members.” These members frequent-
ly serve as mentors to CDP partici-
pants, either formally or informally, 
and support CDP graduates by help-
ing them secure special assignments 
or SES placements. “Leadership at 
the top truly cares about the employ-
ees and looks out for their develop-
ment, which helps the organization,” 
said an interviewee.
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a panel of current SES members to 
talk about transitions and challenges 
in moving into the SES.

In agencies with CDPs, HR lead-
ers tend to see the program as criti-
cal for preparing executives for the 
SES. The most effective agencies 
align their CDPs with their work-
force plan to ensure the program is 
emphasizing the right mix of skills 
and to increase the chances that 
CDP graduates will be placed in 
SES positions within a reasonable 
time period (often one or two years). 
These agencies put CDP candidates 
through a rigorous assessment pro-
cess to ensure the best talent is se-
lected for the program.

OPM requires agencies to pro-
vide each CDP participant with 
mentorship opportunities, a rotation 
assignment of at least four months in 
another office and 80 hours of train-
ing related to the ECQs. We found 
that successful CDPs exceed these 
requirements. For instance, they 
give longer rotation assignments—
six months or more—to help maxi-
mize participants’ contributions. 

“We’ve seen over time that you are 
just getting your feet wet in 120 days, 
so we’ve extended it to six months,” 
one agency official said. Other inter-
viewees stressed that the best CDPs 
pair candidates with strong mentors, 
provide carefully chosen executive-
level rotations and give ample op-
portunity for networking with and 
learning from senior executives. Im-
portantly, senior-level involvement 
shows an agency’s commitment to 
the program. At the IRS, for example, 
deputy commissioners meet with 
CDP participants several times dur-
ing the training period. In addition, 
participants meet with executives 
in each division for in-depth discus-
sions, action-learning exercises and 
presentations, giving each partici-
pant a sense of the work and chal-
lenges of all IRS divisions.

Agencies also stressed that CDP 
participants benefit when ERB 
members are actively involved in 

advising and mentoring them and, 
ultimately, in helping connect high-
performing individuals with SES 
opportunities. 

Some agencies don’t offer CDPs 
but have leadership development 
programs that have similar success 
characteristics: selectivity, a bal-
anced curriculum that offers both 
classroom-style training and on-the-
job experience, and support from 
senior leaders. DOD, for example, 
has a robust program for preparing 
employees for senior leadership po-
sitions (see sidebar). 

On-the-job experience
Several agencies we interviewed 
supplement formal classroom train-
ing with on-the-job learning oppor-
tunities that go beyond simply per-
forming daily tasks and honing skills 
along the way. These opportunities 
are structured offerings that inte-
grate skill development with em-
ployees’ day-to-day activities.

One example is the Interagency 
Rotation Program for GS-13 to GS-
15 employees, created in 2011 by the 
PMC and the CHCO Council. Partic-
ipants spend six months at another 
agency to get broad exposure, meet 
their counterparts and build their 
professional networks. They partici-
pate in monthly meetings with pro-
gram peers, which facilitates skill 
development and encourages inter-
agency collaboration. More than 150 
people from 15 agencies have taken 
part in the program. The number of 
participating agencies—as well as 
the size of the cohorts—has grown 
steadily each year. Participants say 
the program has helped them gain 
new perspectives, develop new skills 
and expand their networks. Host 
supervisors feel that agencies also 
have benefited; some say they’ve 
been able to accomplish work that 
they couldn’t have otherwise.

Some agencies provide short-
term, on-the-job stretch assign-
ments, which a number of focus 
group participants found valuable 

and even “challenging and fun.” In-
terviewees said such assignments 
forced them to rely on a different set 
of skills, allowed them to work on 
something new and, in some cases, 
gave them the opportunity to build 
teams.

Several agencies integrate ac-
tion-learning projects into broader 
leadership-development programs. 
In these projects, participants col-
laborate on designing and imple-
menting a solution to a challenge. 
One interviewee said that her action-
learning project led to the creation 
of an agency’s first telework policy. 
She and other interviewees high-
lighted the importance of choosing 
projects that contribute to the agen-
cy’s mission, have visible impact and 
are supported by leadership. Regular 
communication with agency leader-
ship during the course of the project 
also is crucial to success.

Learning from coaches, 
mentors and peers
Mentoring and coaching can have a 
tremendous impact on future execu-
tives. These activities helped some of 
our interviewees decide whether to 
apply for the SES and, in some cases, 
helped shepherd them through the 
process. Interviewees said that the 
most effective mentors provide hon-
est feedback and challenge mentees 
to venture into new areas. One inter-
viewee characterized mentoring as 
his “very best experience” in lead-
ership development. Another said 
coaching “gives you some time to 
talk about what you’re dealing with, 
and sometimes you need to do that 
with someone who’s not within your 
agency.” She added that she would 
strongly consider investing more 
in coaching if her agency’s budget 
were to increase.

Another effective way to impart 
skills is through peer learning. The 
IRS is taking an innovative approach 
to promoting peer learning: It creat-
ed Geographic Leadership Commu-
nities (GLCs) across the country, de-
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signed to break down organizational 
silos among IRS offices. Through 
GLCs, executives from different 
operating divisions within a given 
geographic area come together—ei-
ther in person or in virtual meet-
ings—to network, discuss common 
challenges, share solutions and even 
learn about positions they could ap-
ply for within the agency. In 2012, 
leaders at various levels of manage-
ment below the senior-executive 
level participated in GLC meetings 
in each of the 40 cities where these 
communities are located, allowing 
for collaboration and informal lead-
ership development among peers, at 
minimal cost to the agency.

NASA also relies on peer learn-
ing. At NASA, “shadowing”—joining 
in a senior colleague’s nonconfiden-
tial meetings and activities for a few 
hours or a full day—is a requirement 
for participating in the agency’s 
core leadership-development pro-
grams. Individuals are responsible 
for identifying whom they would 
like to shadow, but often receive 
suggestions from mentors or other 
colleagues. Shadowing gives partici-
pants a view into the world of senior 
agency leaders and helps them con-
nect to the agency’s broader strategy.

Build an external pipeline
Because most agencies promote 
from within, we found few exam-
ples of best practices for building 
an external pipeline. Some agencies 
do seek out external candidates on 
a more ad hoc basis. For example, 
some agencies said they advertise 
their vacancies in trade magazines 
or technical journals; others said 
they cultivate relationships with 
people and organizations familiar 
with their agency’s business, includ-
ing retired military officers, state 
and local governments, and private-
sector organizations with related 
missions or expertise. VA, for exam-
ple, has been able to attract retired 
flag officers as well as hospital direc-
tors from the private sector.

The DOD’s emphasis on  
enterprise-wide experience
The Department of Defense’s (DOD)
core program for executive prepara-
tion is the two-year Defense Senior 
Leadership Development Program 
(DSLDP), which is distinctive in its 
emphasis on helping participants 
gain a department-wide perspective 
instead of focusing exclusively on a 
single subcomponent or agency.

The program has three core ele-
ments. The first is a 10-month Profes-
sional Military Education in residence 
at one of the DOD’s war colleges: the 
Army War College, College of Naval 
Warfare, Air War College or National 
Defense University (National War 
College or Dwight D. Eisenhower 
School for National Security and Re-
source Strategy). To broaden their 
experience, participants are expected 
to attend a college that is not affili-
ated with their own service branch. 
The second element consists of a 
series of seminars with an enterprise-
wide focus, including on joint, inter-
agency and multinational leader-
ship. The seminars offer a blend of 
academic and experiential learning. 
For the third element, program par-
ticipants must select an experiential 
activity for four to six months that 
spans the enterprise. Options include 
an action-learning team project, a ro-
tation assignment or a role on a task 

force or interagency team. Recent as-
signments have included activities at 
the Office of the Under Secretary for 
Defense for Personnel and Readiness, 
the Performance Improvement Coun-
cil at the White House, DHS and OMB. 
Several participants said that these 
assignments placed them in new and 
challenging environments where they 
were able to put skills they attained 
during DSLDP coursework into prac-
tice and gain useful experience for 
becoming agency leaders.

One DOD representative said 
that the selection process for DSLDP 
participants is highly competitive. 
Each DOD component receives a 
certain number of allocations for the 
program and has its own process for 
reviewing program candidates, but 
all candidates must demonstrate ECQ 
proficiency. After the components’ 
initial reviews, a selection panel com-
prising two SES members from each 
component selects between 30 and 
40 individuals to participate in the 
program.

Another strong element of the 
DSLDP, according to a DOD repre-
sentative, is senior-level support. 
The deputy secretary of DOD cham-
pions the program and encourages 
other senior leaders to promote it to 
employees.
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Some interviewees mentioned 
the role of interagency assignments 
in giving employees a chance to learn 
about other opportunities. “Recruit-
ment actually comes … through the 
relationships that people have from 
working on interagency projects,” 
an interviewee said. Some agencies 
have successfully used short-term 
assignments to attract external can-
didates. The National Science Foun-
dation, for example, has benefited 
from the Intergovernmental Person-
nel Act, which provides for tempo-
rary transfers of personnel between 
the federal government and state 
and local governments, academic 
institutions and other organizations.

3 reCruiT and seleCT  
ses memBers from  

 The CandidaTe pool

An important part of developing the 
executive pipeline is attracting can-
didates to SES positions, whether 
they are from inside or outside the 
agency. Agencies with good pipe-
lines often focus on making the ap-
plication and selection processes for 
SES jobs smoother for all candidates.

simplify the hiring process
Recognizing that some individuals 
are initially intrigued by the pros-
pect of becoming an SES member 
but are turned off by the tedious ap-
plication process, some agencies are 
working to make the process easier 
and more transparent. Several now 
are accepting resumes rather than 
ECQ narratives in the initial stage 
of the application process. Inter-
viewees told us that the switch to re-
sume-based hiring has significantly 
increased both the size and diversity 
of the agency’s applicant pool, with 
more opportunities for external can-
didates to apply for positions. Over-
all, the agencies we spoke with were 
pleased with the results—although 
some said dealing with the deluge of 
resumes was challenging.

In addition, some agencies such 
as VA (see sidebar) are working to 
make position descriptions in job 
announcements less technical and 
agency-specific. Hiring managers 
can work with HR professionals to 
write job descriptions that are open 
and inclusive to all candidates.

screen for most-qualified 
candidates
Applicants for SES positions are 
evaluated by the agency’s Executive 
Resources Board before their appli-
cation goes to OPM’s Qualifications 
Review Board. Engaged ERB mem-
bers—who help select candidates for 
CDPs, serve as mentors or advisers 
and participate in other pipeline ac-
tivities—have a wealth of informa-
tion about internal candidates and 
how they might perform in an SES 
position. The ERB is then able to 
make a persuasive case to OPM for 
hiring candidates when they com-
plete the program. This process 
typically can deliver a steady stream 
of qualified SES candidates, as the 
NRC sidebar demonstrates, as long 
as the agency follows merit princi-
ples in selecting candidates for the 
pre-SES development programs.

If the government is to attract 
more external candidates to the SES, 
ERBs will need to get better at de-
termining how applicants’ external 
experiences translate to federal gov-
ernment positions. ERB members 
will need to ensure that outside can-
didates receive equal consideration.

4 assess and 
ConTinuously improve  

 leadership-developmenT  
 programs

Agencies should put in place mecha-
nisms to assess whether their lead-
ership-development programs are 
delivering the intended results. Are 
the programs producing leaders in 
the right numbers, in the right time 
frames and with the right skills?

Ideally, agencies would use SES 
performance data to assess the ef-
fectiveness of SES members who 
went through CDPs (or other prep 
programs) and survey SES mem-
bers about how preparation for ex-
ecutive positions might be improved. 
But there are other assessment 
steps they can take to gain valuable 
insights. 

Some agencies,  such as GAO 
(see sidebar),  are evaluating their 
programs by, for example, soliciting 
participant or supervisor feedback. 
Others pay close attention to the re-
sults of the Federal Employee View-
point Survey, an OPM-administered 
survey of employee satisfaction in 
federal agencies, to evaluate the ef-
fectiveness of training and develop-
ment programs and gauge employ-
ees’ overall satisfaction with federal 
leaders over time.

NASA has developed what it calls 
a “Return on Engagement Model.” 
The agency asks participants about 
the usefulness of its leadership-de-
velopment programs, whether they 
would recommend the programs to 
colleagues and if they’ve applied the 
skills they learned. The agency fol-
lows up with the participants’ su-
pervisors six months after the pro-
gram to see how the employees are 
performing. NASA is also working to 
track whether participants receive 
an increase in responsibility or a 
promotion by the following year.
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The GAO’s assessment process for  
leadership-development programs
The Government Accountability Office 
(GAO) has made program assessment 
a priority as it seeks to continuously 
strengthen its leadership-development 
programs. The agency focuses on contin-
uous feedback from a variety of sources 
to enhance its programs. For example, 
under the agency’s CDP, called the Ex-
ecutive Candidate Assessment and De-
velopment Program (ECADP), individual 
candidates meet at six-month intervals 
with the managing director, the Execu-
tive Resources Board (ERB) and often the 
candidate’s mentor until the candidate 
successfully meets Office of Personnel 
Management and GAO requirements, al-
lowing those who are supporting the can-
didate to assess how well the program is 
working. Candidates receive feedback 
but also have an opportunity to share 
their thoughts on how the program could 
be improved.

In addition, GAO holds focus groups 
with recent CDP graduates to get their 

input on the program. Recently, an 
ECADP  graduate suggested that more 
attention should be paid to the return 
on investment of the agency-wide proj-
ects participants worked on while in 
the program. In response, the agency 
has changed how these projects are 
conducted.

On an agency-wide level, GAO taps 
several sources for feedback, including 
internal and external auditors who do rig-
orous annual inspections and reviews of 
its programs; employee surveys; custom-
er surveys on internal operations; and cli-
ent surveys—all of which help GAO make 
continuous improvements. With input 
from the ERB, the comptroller general 
reviews how well GAO’s mission is being 
carried out, determines what leadership 
improvements are needed and chooses 
appropriate areas of emphasis to inte-
grate into GAO’s leadership-development 
programs.

The VA’s efforts to improve its hiring processes
At the Department of Veterans Affairs 
(VA), leadership development is driven 
from the top. VA established a central 
office—the Corporate Senior Executive 
Management Office (CSEMO)—to handle 
all SES issues including recruitment, hir-
ing, onboarding, professional develop-
ment and management of the SES corps. 
The head of CSEMO reports directly to 
the VA secretary.

CSEMO seeks to identify in advance 
SES positions that will become available, 
and begin recruitment early. The office 
has helped VA attract a diverse pool of 
applicants for SES positions by, for exam-
ple, ensuring that all vacancies are open 
to external candidates, instead of limit-
ing some openings to internal candidates 
only. It also has reworded or eliminated 
some of the technical qualifications in job 
descriptions to make them more general, 
rather than requiring candidates to have 
specific experience that only a VA candi-
date could have received.

In addition, VA is more proactive 
about placing its CDP graduates in SES 

positions, posting their bios on VA’s SES 
website for managers to consider and 
forwarding their names to nominating of-
ficials when there are vacancies.

VA was one of the first agencies to 
adopt resume-based hiring; it now re-
quires applicants to submit a five-page 
resume instead of lengthy Executive Core 
Qualifications narratives. Another change 
to the hiring process is the creation of a 
three-person Executive Resource Board. 
Rather than staff the board with the same 
individuals for extended periods, VA has 
a pool of 50 people who rotate after serv-
ing for six months, which allows for more 
diverse perspectives.

These efforts have helped the agen-
cy fill vacant SES positions. At the end of 
fiscal 2012, the agency had 94 percent of 
SES positions filled, compared with 89.4 
percent at the beginning of the year. And 
there has been a dramatic increase since 
2010 in the number of SES executives 
coming from outside the agency, said 
one VA interviewee, with the number ris-
ing from almost zero to about 30 percent.



20         PARTNERSHIP FOR PUBLIC SERVICE   |   MCKINSEY & COMPANY

some agencies are doing excellent work prepar-
ing talent for the SES. But pockets of excellence are not 
enough. If our government is to have outstanding senior 
leadership in the coming years, and if that leadership is 
truly to be an enterprise-wide resource, decisive action 
must be taken now. In the course of compiling this report, 
we identified four opportunities for building strong exec-
utive-talent pipelines and helping to ensure the quality 
and effectiveness of future government leaders.

Create central responsibility and accountability  
for developing a strong pipeline of executives  
who serve as government-wide assets
Because it has a government-wide view, the office of the 
deputy director for management at OMB—if given the 
appropriate resources—would be a logical choice to serve 
as a central entity responsible for developing a strong 
SES pipeline. The deputy director for management, who 
is also the chair of the PMC, could collaborate with OPM 
to ensure that agencies are identifying, developing, re-
cruiting and selecting SES candidates who can serve as 
agency and government-wide assets.

In support of OMB and PMC, OPM could create and 
maintain a central resume bank of aspiring and current 
candidates for the SES that contains records of the train-
ing and preparation they’ve received for an executive 
position. OPM also could supplement its online reposi-
tory of SES vacancies with opportunities for rotations, in-

teragency details or cross-agency working groups. This 
centralized source of information would facilitate job 
searches and hiring decisions, and foster greater mobil-
ity. To help get agencies familiar with, and interested in, 
these resources, OMB and OPM could promote them to 
agencies and help them understand their value.

OPM could expand its current work of facilitating the 
sharing of best practices among agencies. For example, 
if it is not cost-effective for smaller agencies to develop 
and run leadership-development programs, OPM could 
formally partner them with larger agencies with related 
missions so their staff can participate in CDPs and other 
development opportunities outside their agencies.

OMB and OPM also could consider requiring SES 
candidates to have experience in another functional area, 
agency, sector or level of government, providing an in-
centive to aspiring SES candidates to seek such experi-
ence. OPM and OMB also could champion expansion of 
the Interagency Rotation Program.

Congress, for its part, could improve the leadership 
capacity of the future SES cadre by ensuring funding for 
leadership development—even in this challenging bud-
get environment—with the understanding that it is an 
investment in a more efficient and effective government. 
It would also be invaluable for the president to convene 
the SES as a community—for example, at an annual 
town hall–style meeting during which he shares his vi-
sion for the SES, along with his goals and priorities for 

opTIonS foR  
STREngThEnIng  
ThE SES pIpElInE



BUILDING THE LEADERSHIP BENCH      21

the administration. Such a meeting 
would demonstrate the administra-
tion’s support for its senior leaders 
and inspire those in the talent pipe-
line to join the SES corps.

develop a comprehensive 
approach for developing talent 
for the ses, incorporating best 
practices
Federal agencies that don’t yet 
have a comprehensive, integrated 
approach to talent development 
should design one, incorporating 
other agencies’ effective practices 
as described earlier in this report. 
For example, rather than waiting 
until an SES position opens to find 
feasible candidates, agencies should 
identify promising individuals early 
in their careers and give them devel-
opmental opportunities to prepare 
them for the SES.

SES positions require broad 
perspective and exceptional man-
agement and leadership capabilities, 
and agencies should tailor their SES 
preparation programs accordingly. 
SES positions that don’t meet these 
criteria should be recategorized into 
the Senior Level (SL) or Scientific 
or Professional (ST) designations, 
which don’t require the same type 
of management and leadership skills.

Agencies should systematically 
track their programs’ costs, out-
comes and return on investment. 
Once participants have gone through 
development programs, agencies 
should gather feedback from them, 
their supervisors and agency leaders 
and share that feedback with other 
agencies as well as with OPM. Agen-
cies also should use performance 
data to evaluate the effectiveness of 
SES members who went through 
leadership development programs, 
and use this information to make 
program improvements. Agency 
leaders—and Congress—can gain 
valuable insights into the quality of 
leadership in each agency from the 
results of the annual federal employ-
ee survey, which can then inform 

improvements to leadership-devel-
opment programs.

prioritize the development  
of future executives
Even the best-designed programs 
will fail without the support of an 
organization’s top leaders. Senior 
agency leaders should be account-
able for effective leadership develop-
ment and succession planning, and 
provide leadership-development 
opportunities to the people who re-
port to them. Furthermore, agency 
leaders should model the behavior 
they wish to see cascade through the 
organization, instilling in current 
and aspiring leaders the idea that 
leadership entails more than just 
overseeing projects or programs; it 
also involves developing and coach-
ing people. They should hold their 
senior executives accountable for 
helping to build the next genera-
tion of SES members—for example, 
by incorporating metrics into senior 
executives’ performance reviews 
on how well they develop and train 
their own employees.

ERBs should comprise top ca-
reer and political leaders who un-
derstand the ERB’s role in develop-
ing the SES talent pipeline: It serves 
as the critical link between agency 
leadership and the human capital 
office. ERB members should be ac-
tively involved in identifying high-
potential talent, selecting partici-
pants for leadership-development 
programs and CDPs, and serving as 
advisers and mentors for these pro-
grams. They should work closely 
with agency leadership to make cer-
tain that all SES hires meet the agen-
cy’s short- and long-term needs. ERB 
members also should help ensure 
the SES cadre participates in ongo-
ing career enhancement through ac-
tivities such as rotations.

open ses pipelines more fully  
to external candidates
Agency leaders should instill a cul-
ture that not only accepts but also 

actively seeks and welcomes talent 
from outside the agency and the fed-
eral government. Agencies should 
review their hiring processes and 
remove unnecessary barriers to ex-
ternal candidates—for example, by 
eliminating the ECQ narrative re-
quirement, as some agencies have al-
ready done; they should also stream-
line the hiring process to reduce 
wait time and uncertainty. Agency 
executive-resources staff should 
work closely with hiring managers 
to make sure that SES job descrip-
tions reflect the essential skills need-
ed for success and are not written in 
a way that excludes or discourages 
non-government applicants. For ex-
ample, a job description should not 
require non essential experience 
that only a current federal employee 
is able to attain.

Agencies should pursue partner-
ships and short-term exchanges to 
bring in talent from the private sec-
tor, nonprofit organizations and aca-
demia. Such exchange opportunities 
can help give external candidates a 
window into the federal government 
and perhaps encourage some to pur-
sue a career in public service.

The federal government’s senior-
most executives cannot just be good 
program managers. The dynamic 
global environment, the tendency 
of modern problems to spill across 
multiple agencies and the increas-
ingly interconnected and interde-
pendent nature of government re-
quire executives who have broad 
perspectives, can think strategically 
and are able to lead people through 
uncertainty and change. Today’s se-
nior agency leaders should ensure 
that our future executives have the 
requisite preparation and skills. 
They must invest time, attention 
and resources in talent development. 
The payoff will be a more effective 
government—one that can more 
capably meet the needs of its many 
constituents.
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appendix B 
retirement eligibility OF career SeniOr executiveS, by FiScal year
Agency 2011* 2012**

Government-wide*** Total employed 7,100 7,089

Eligible to retire: Currently 34.8% 33.9%

In 3 years 52.7% 51.8%

In 5 years 63.7% 62.8%

Department of Agriculture Total employed 305 297

Eligible to retire: Currently 43.9% 41.8%

In 3 years 63.9% 62.0%

In 5 years 74.4% 70.7%

Department of the Air Force Total employed 186 176

Eligible to retire: Currently 43.9% 41.8%

In 3 years 47.3% 45.5%

In 5 years 60.2% 58.0%

Department of the Army Total employed 286 270

Eligible to retire: Currently 26.9% 26.3%

In 3 years 46.2% 49.6%

In 5 years 59.1% 65.2%

Department of Commerce Total employed 335 340

Eligible to retire: Currently 39.1% 35.3%

In 3 years 50.4% 47.6%

In 5 years 58.8% 55.0%

Department of Education Total employed 65 62

Eligible to retire: Currently 49.2% 46.8%

In 3 years 66.2% 67.7%

In 5 years 73.8% 75.8%

Department of Energy Total employed 424 439

Eligible to retire: Currently 28.5% 26.2%

In 3 years 45.0% 43.5%

In 5 years 55.9% 57.2%

Department of Health and Human Services Total employed 385 376

Eligible to retire: Currently 31.4% 28.5%

In 3 years 45.7% 42.6%

In 5 years 56.9% 54.3%

Department of Homeland Security Total employed 459 546

Eligible to retire: Currently 27.2% 27.5%

In 3 years 48.6% 47.3%

In 5 years 58.8% 59.0%

Department of Housing and Urban Development Total employed 91 84

Eligible to retire: Currently 46.2% 44.0%

In 3 years 58.2% 58.3%

In 5 years 65.9% 64.3%

Department of the Interior Total employed 227 228

Eligible to retire: Currently 40.5% 46.5%

In 3 years 63.0% 59.6%

In 5 years 70.5% 66.7%

Department of Justice Total employed 700 679

Eligible to retire: Currently 38.4% 40.8%

In 3 years 61.6% 62.7%

In 5 years 74.0% 72.5%
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Agency 2011* 2012**

Department of Labor Total employed 136 128

Eligible to retire: Currently 47.1% 46.9%

In 3 years 65.4% 61.7%

In 5 years 76.5% 73.4%

Department of the Navy Total employed 340 314

Eligible to retire: Currently 29.4% 30.9%

In 3 years 49.4% 51.0%

In 5 years 62.4% 64.6%

Department of State (except Foreign Service) Total employed 129 138

Eligible to retire: Currently 41.9% 39.1%

In 3 years 56.6% 58.0%

In 5 years 71.3% 67.4%

Department of Transportation Total employed 184 193

Eligible to retire: Currently 35.9% 33.2%

In 3 years 47.3% 46.6%

In 5 years 56.5% 57.0%

Department of the Treasury Total employed 443 458

Eligible to retire: Currently 30.0% 29.0%

In 3 years 48.5% 48.7%

In 5 years 59.6% 63.3%

Department of Veterans Affairs Total employed 281 307

Eligible to retire: Currently 40.2% 36.5%

In 3 years 61.2% 54.7%

In 5 years 68.3% 62.9%

Environmental Protection Agency Total employed 254 248

Eligible to retire: Currently 39.4% 37.5%

In 3 years 57.1% 54.8%

In 5 years 66.1% 65.7%

General Services Administration Total employed 88 93

Eligible to retire: Currently 26.1% 24.7%

In 3 years 39.8% 33.3%

In 5 years 48.9% 48.4%

National Aeronautics and Space Administration Total employed 462 403

Eligible to retire: Currently 24.8% 27.8%

In 3 years 43.3% 46.2%

In 5 years 55.8% 59.1%

National Labor Relations Board Total employed 55 52

Eligible to retire: Currently 83.6% 73.1%

In 3 years 89.1% 82.7%

In 5 years 89.1% 86.5%

National Science Foundation Total employed 74 76

Eligible to retire: Currently 54.1% 44.7%

In 3 years 60.8% 55.3%

In 5 years 73.0% 64.5%

Nuclear Regulatory Commission Total employed 160 146

Eligible to retire: Currently 32.5% 32.2%

In 3 years 50.6% 53.4%

In 5 years 65.0% 69.9%
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Agency 2011* 2012**

Office of Management and Budget Total employed 54 59

Eligible to retire: Currently 20.4% 22.0%

In 3 years 31.5% 27.1%

In 5 years 42.6% 37.3%

Office of Personnel Management Total employed 54 57

Eligible to retire: Currently 26.5% 29.8%

In 3 years 34.7% 45.6%

In 5 years 49.0% 56.1%

Office of the Secretary of Defense, Joint Staff,  
Defense Agencies and Department of  
Defense Field Activities

Total employed 448 406

Eligible to retire: Currently 28.1% 29.8%

In 3 years 47.1% 50.7%

In 5 years 62.1% 62.6%

Small Business Administration Total employed 41 39

Eligible to retire: Currently 41.5% 38.5%

In 3 years 53.7% 59.0%

In 5 years 65.9% 59.0%

Social Security Administration Total employed 146 136

Eligible to retire: Currently 58.2% 52.2%

In 3 years 72.6% 62.5%

In 5 years 78.1% 69.1%

*2011 figures gathered in March 2011. **2012 figures gathered in June 2012. ***Includes SES in small agencies not shown.

Source: Office of Personnel Management analysis of the Central Personnel Data File (now called EHRI-SDM) for career senior executives employed 
at agency.
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appendix C
retirement trendS OF career SeniOr executiveS, by FiScal year

Agency 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Government-wide* Total employed** 6,546 6,849 6,966 6,997 7,126

Total retired*** 504 400 493 565 592

Percent retired*** 7.7% 5.8% 7.1% 8.1% 8.3%

Department of Agriculture Total employed 318 299 303 314 304

Total retired 39 15 22 39 28

Percent retired 12.3% 5.0% 7.3% 12.4% 9.2%

Department of the Air Force Total employed 159 152 162 191 186

Total retired 18 13 7 14 13

Percent retired 11.3% 8.6% 4.3% 7.3% 7.0%

Department of the Army Total employed 240 257 269 275 278

Total retired 16 22 24 19 21

Percent retired 6.7% 8.6% 8.9% 6.9% 7.6%

Department of Commerce Total employed 315 325 339 322 333

Total retired 16 13 21 20 33

Percent retired 5.1% 4.0% 6.2% 6.2% 9.9%

Department of Education Total employed 67 75 71 63 73

Total retired 3 7 10 2 8

Percent retired 4.5% 9.3% 14.1% 3.2% 11.0%

Department of Energy Total employed 420 450 443 423 426

Total retired 32 25 39 44 28

Percent retired 7.6% 5.6% 8.8% 10.4% 6.6%

Department of Health and Human Services Total employed 354 372 369 380 374

Total retired 23 18 17 32 25

Percent retired 6.5% 4.8% 4.6% 8.4% 6.7%

Department of Homeland Security Total employed 325 411 440 438 508

Total retired 29 21 31 44 33

Percent retired 8.9% 5.1% 7.0% 10.0% 6.5%

Department of Housing and Urban Development Total employed 88 88 90 91 88

Total retired 7 5 7 9 8

Percent retired 8.0% 5.7% 7.8% 9.9% 9.1%

Department of the Interior Total employed 221 230 231 228 226

Total retired 18 12 22 22 16

Percent retired 8.1% 5.2% 9.5% 9.6% 7.1%

Department of Justice Total employed 643 672 686 682 686

Total retired 57 60 64 82 89

Percent retired 8.9% 8.9% 9.3% 12.0% 13.0%

Department of Labor Total employed 133 140 141 128 126

Total retired 15 8 18 13 10

Percent retired 11.3% 5.7% 12.8% 10.2% 7.9%

Department of the Navy Total employed 310 319 319 344 326

Total retired 20 13 11 16 16

Percent retired 6.5% 4.1% 3.4% 4.7% 4.9%

Department of State (except Foreign Service) Total employed 114 121 122 132 138

Total retired 5 4 4 8 9

Percent retired 4.4% 3.3% 3.3% 6.1% 6.5%
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Agency 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Department of Transportation Total employed 188 188 191 186 184

Total retired 22 13 17 19 9

Percent retired 11.7% 6.9% 8.9% 10.2% 4.9%

Department of the Treasury Total employed 386 413 423 428 448

Total retired 34 23 30 28 41

Percent retired 8.8% 5.6% 7.1% 6.5% 9.2%

Department of Veterans Affairs Total employed 236 235 242 267 302

Total retired 21 22 25 21 31

Percent retired 8.9% 9.4% 10.3% 7.9% 10.3%

Environmental Protection Agency Total employed 261 258 253 247 255

Total retired 13 13 16 14 18

Percent retired 5.0% 5.0% 6.3% 5.7% 7.1%

General Services Administration Total employed 80 80 84 88 89

Total retired 6 4 6 7 4

Percent retired 7.5% 5.0% 7.1% 8.0% 4.5%

National Aeronautics and Space Administration Total employed 431 445 437 429 426

Total retired 19 17 21 18 31

Percent retired 4.4% 3.8% 4.8% 4.2% 7.3%

National Labor Relations Board Total employed 55 56 56 55 53

Total retired 3 4 4 6 10

Percent retired 5.5% 7.1% 7.1% 10.9% 18.9%

National Science Foundation Total employed 79 77 80 75 76

Total retired 7 2 4 6 8

Percent retired 8.9% 2.6% 5.0% 8.0% 10.5%

Nuclear Regulatory Commission Total employed 146 151 162 160 160

Total retired 18 7 9 8 11

Percent retired 12.3% 4.6% 5.6% 5.0% 6.9%

Office of Management and Budget Total employed 51 58 57 56 53

Total retired 3 2 0 2 1

Percent retired 5.9% 3.4% 0.0% 3.6% 1.9%

Office of Personnel Management Total employed 41 46 47 47 53

Total retired 0 0 2 0 0

Percent retired 0.0% 0.0% 4.3% 0.0% 0.0%

Office of the Secretary of Defense, Joint Staff, Defense 
Agencies and Department of Defense Field Activities

Total employed 413 431 439 440 425

Total retired 25 28 26 29 30

Percent retired 6.1% 6.5% 5.9% 6.6% 7.1%

Small Business Administration Total employed 36 41 44 42 43

Total retired 3 1 2 2 5

Percent retired 8.3% 2.4% 4.5% 4.8% 11.6%

Social Security Administration Total employed 134 142 140 145 146

Total retired 13 15 13 18 22

Percent retired 9.7% 10.6% 9.3% 12.4% 15.1%

*Includes SES and small agencies not shown. **Total number of career SES members employed at the start of the fiscal year. ***Total number and 
percentage of career SES members retiring during the fiscal year.

Source: FedScope (fedscope.opm.gov) from the Office of Personnel Management for career senior executives in full-time, nonseasonal, permanent 
positions.
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appendix d
cdP Placement trendS OF new career SeniOr executiveS, by FiScal year

fiscal year
Total new  

SES appointments CDP graduates Non-CDP graduates
from outside the  

federal government**

2008 948 10.0% 82.9% 7.1%

2009 651 9.2% 79.7% 11.1%

2010 673 13.2% 74.0% 12.8%

2011 797 12.8% 75.8% 11.4%

2012* 562 11.6% 80.4% 8.0%

*Through June 2012. **Includes the private sector, nonprofit sector and agencies that do not report their data to OPM.

Source: Partnership analysis of the Central Personnel Data File (now called EHRI-SDM) for career senior executives converted or newly appointed 
to career SES positions.

appendix e
SOurce trendS OF new career SeniOr executiveS, by FiScal year

fiscal year
Total new  

SES appointments

from inside the federal government

from outside the 
federal government**

Same agency and 
subcomponent

Same agency but 
different subcomponent Different agency

2008 948 76.7% 4.7% 11.5% 7.1%

2009 651 69.1% 7.5% 12.3% 11.1%

2010 673 70.9% 6.8% 9.5% 12.8%

2011 797 71.9% 3.9% 12.8% 11.4%

2012* 562 75.6% 5.2% 11.2% 8.0%

*Through June 2012. **Includes the private sector, nonprofit sector and agencies that do not report their data to OPM.

Source: Partnership analysis of the Central Personnel Data File (now called EHRI-SDM) for career senior executives converted or newly appointed 
to career SES positions.
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appendix f
SOurce OF career SeniOr executiveS

2011* 2012**

Agency

Total  
career 

SES

from outside 
the federal 

government***
CDP 

graduates
Non-CDP 

graduates

Total 
career 

SES

from outside 
the federal 

government***
CDP 

graduates
Non-CDP 

graduates

Government-wide**** 7,100 7.3% 11.3% 81.4% 7,089 7.5% 12.1% 80.4%

Department of Agriculture 305 4.9% 25.6% 69.5% 297 5.1% 26.6% 68.3%

Department of the Air Force 186 18.8% 0.5% 80.7% 176 20.4% 0.6% 79.0%

Department of the Army 286 16.8% 1.0% 82.2% 270 15.9% 1.1% 83.0%

Department of Commerce 335 10.1% 6.3% 83.6% 340 9.7% 7.9% 82.4%

Department of Education 65 4.6% 0.0% 95.4% 62 3.2% 0.0% 96.8%

Department of Energy 424 12.0% 2.8% 85.2% 439 11.9% 3.6% 84.5%

Department of Health 
and Human Services

385 8.3% 9.1% 82.6% 376 8.5% 8.5% 83.0%

Department of Homeland Security 459 5.7% 14.4% 79.9% 546 7.5% 13.9% 78.6%

Department of Housing  
and Urban Development

91 7.7% 9.9% 82.4% 84 10.7% 10.7% 78.6%

Department of the Interior 227 4.8% 24.7% 70.5% 228 5.3% 23.2% 71.5%

Department of Justice 700 1.6% 2.7% 95.7% 679 1.5% 2.9% 95.6%

Department of Labor 136 6.6% 12.5% 80.9% 128 7.0% 14.1% 78.9%

Department of the Navy 340 8.2% 0.6% 91.2% 314 7.3% 0.6% 92.1%

Department of State  
(except Foreign Service)

129 3.9% 7.0% 89.1% 138 2.2% 5.8% 92.0%

Department of Transportation 184 13.6% 4.3% 82.1% 193 13.5% 4.6% 81.9%

Department of the Treasury 443 4.3% 28.9% 66.8% 458 4.8% 33.0% 62.2%

Department of Veterans Affairs 281 6.0% 11.7% 82.3% 307 9.4% 13.4% 77.2%

Environmental Protection Agency 254 3.5% 15.4% 81.1% 248 4.4% 15.7% 79.9%

General Services Administration 88 5.7% 0.0% 94.3% 93 4.3% 0.0% 95.7%

National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration

432 6.7% 16.9% 76.4% 403 6.4% 17.9% 75.7%

National Labor Relations Board 55 0.0% 1.8% 98.2% 52 0.0% 1.9% 98.1%

National Science Foundation 74 0.0% 2.7% 97.3% 76 1.3% 2.6% 96.1%

Nuclear Regulatory Commission 160 0.0% 71.3% 28.7% 146 0.0% 76.7% 23.3%

Office of Management and Budget 54 0.0% 31.5% 68.5% 59 1.7% 35.6% 62.7%

Office of Personnel Management 49 12.3% 6.1% 81.6% 57 7.0% 7.0% 86.0%

Office of the Secretary of 
Defense, Joint Staff, Defense 
Agencies and Department of 
Defense Field Activities

448 13.0% 0.4% 86.6% 406 13.3% 0.5% 86.2%

Small Business Administration 41 19.5% 19.5% 61.0% 39 20.5% 18.0% 61.5%

Social Security Administration 146 0.7% 23.3% 76.0% 136 1.5% 27.2% 71.3%

*2011 figures gathered in March 2011. **2012 figures gathered in June 2012. ***Includes the private sector, nonprofit sector and agencies that do not 
report their data to OPM. ****Includes SES in small agencies not shown.

Source: Office of Personnel Management analysis of the Central Personnel Data File (now called EHRI-SDM) for career senior executives employed 
at agency.
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appendix g
tenureS OF career SeniOr executiveS (in yearS)

2011* 2012**

Average tenure Avg. 
age 

when 
joining 

SES

Average tenure Avg. 
age 

when 
joining 

SESAgency

Total 
career 

SES

In 
current 

position In SES

Before 
joining 

SES

Total 
career 

SES

In 
current 

position In SES

Before 
joining 

SES

Government-wide*** 7,100 3.4 6.4 17.3 47 7,089 3.4 6.3 16.9 48

Department of Agriculture 305 3.7 6.5 19.6 49 297 3.6 6.3 19.4 50

Department of the Air Force 186 1.3 4.8 15.0 49 176 1.7 5.2 12.5 50

Department of the Army 286 2.9 5.4 16.1 50 270 2.9 5.9 15.3 50

Department of Commerce 335 3.8 7.2 16.0 48 340 3.8 6.8 15.5 48

Department of Education 65 3.5 9.1 16.9 48 62 4.2 9.0 16.5 48

Department of Energy 424 3.0 6.4 15.8 48 439 2.7 6.1 15.5 48

Department of Health 
and Human Services

385 4.1 6.3 16.0 48 376 4.0 6.6 15.0 48

Department of 
Homeland Security

459 2.1 4.0 16.8 48 546 2.0 3.9 16.0 48

Department of Housing 
and Urban Development

91 3.2 6.5 18.6 50 84 2.9 6.6 17.0 49

Department of the Interior 227 3.6 6.4 18.9 49 228 3.5 6.7 18.5 49

Department of Justice 700 3.3 4.8 18.4 41 679 3.3 5.2 18.4 47

Department of Labor 136 4.1 7.1 18.4 50 128 4.4 7.2 18.3 50

Department of the Navy 340 3.2 6.9 18.1 47 314 3.5 7.6 17.5 47

Department of State  
(except Foreign Service)

129 4.4 7.5 18.2 47 138 4.3 6.7 18.1 49

Department of Transportation 184 4.5 6.7 14.9 48 193 4.3 6.8 14.5 48

Department of the Treasury 443 2.9 5.8 18.8 47 458 3.0 5.7 18.7 48

Department of Veterans Affairs 281 3.3 6.2 20.0 50 307 3.1 5.6 18.5 50

Environmental 
Protection Agency

254 4.7 9.0 17.6 45 248 4.6 8.9 17.5 47

General Services 
Administration

88 2.6 4.7 19.3 46 93 2.2 4.3 18.3 47

National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration

432 3.2 6.8 16.8 47 403 3.4 7.1 17.4 47

National Labor Relations Board 55 8.9 9.8 23.1 47 52 6.8 9.7 23.5 51

National Science Foundation 74 4.4 9.7 11.9 48 76 3.6 8.5 12.1 50

Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission

160 2.1 7.7 19.8 46 146 2.3 8.1 20.0 46

Office of Management 
and Budget

54 5.8 7.9 14.2 41 59 5.4 8.5 13.2 42

Office of Personnel 
Management

49 1.6 5.0 16.9 48 57 1.9 4.9 17.6 49

Office of the Secretary of 
Defense, Joint Staff, Defense 
Agencies and Department 
of Defense Field Activities

448 3.2 6.4 14.4 48 406 3.4 6.7 14.2 49

Small Business Administration 41 4.5 8.2 12.7 46 39 3.4 7.5 13.5 48

Social Security Administration 146 3.2 5.9 23.7 50 136 3.1 5.9 22.5 49

*2011 figures gathered in March 2011. **2012 figures gathered in June 2012. ***Includes SES in small agencies not shown.

Source: Partnership for Public Service analysis of the Central Personnel Data File (now called EHRI-SDM) for career senior executives employed at 
agency.
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