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Theodore Roosevelt famously said, “The greatest gift life has to offer is the 
opportunity to work hard at work worth doing.” It’s that conviction, and the 

chance to make a positive difference in the lives of others, that motivates many 
public servants. But anyone who has spent time in government at any level knows 
how difficult government work can be, especially for those with management and 
executive responsibilities. The challenges of navigating byzantine rules, conflicting 
stakeholder interests and a skeptical public can wear down the most committed. 
“Bureaucracy” isn’t a pejorative term by accident, and it can stymie those within 
government as much as those interacting with government. In the following pages, 
leading experts and academics offer some practical advice for those managers 
working hard at work worth doing.  
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Get Millennials into Government

Millennials remain one of the most socially-
minded generations of Americas. Still, their 

presence in government—an institution that at its 
core is designed to promote the general welfare—
lags far behind the private sector. Critically, 
millennials comprise less than 10 percent of 
information technology employees in the federal 
government, according to the Office of Personnel 
Management’s FedScope data. They note that more 
than one-third of IT workers are age 55 or older. In 
fact, more federal tech workers are over age 60 than 
are under 35, governmentwide. For the public sector 
to move into the digital age, agencies must recruit 
and retain young tech talent by recognizing what 
millennials want in a workplace.

Most millennials go to work for the private 
sector and avoid the government’s antiquated 
systems and rigid hierarchy. But there’s no better 
generation to help lead agencies’ shift to digitization 
than the one with both savvy technological 
capabilities and the passion for social good. 
Agencies can court millennials for public service by 
taking these critical steps:

Focus on meaningful opportunities. Not 
every project needs to be (or can be) a mission to 
Mars, but that doesn’t mean other initiatives and 
developments shouldn’t be inspiring. Millennials 

believe in using technology to change the world. 
Agencies with inspiring missions, like the National 
Park Service, NASA, the Centers for Disease 
Control, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration and the National Institutes of Health, 
should focus their recruitment messaging on the 
unique opportunities they offer. Other agencies 
can market how they protect the public, serve 
disadvantaged people, and protect the environment.

Create hiring authorities targeted to recent 
college grads. America’s millennials seek mission-
driven employers that offer purpose-driven career 
opportunities with geographic flexibility. Arguably, 
there is no company or organization more mission-
driven than the government and none that is in 
as many countries, states and localities. But 
public sector opportunities aren’t always made 
visible to recent grads like private sector and 
consultancy jobs are. In the same way the CIO 
Council coordinated hiring fairs where people could 
interview and be offered employment on the spot, 
agencies should more regularly make themselves 
present to engage with millennials through 
internship programs, career fairs, and leadership 
seminars. New recruitment efforts should 
complement current programs for military veterans 
and draw from their best practices.

Put the most socially-
minded generation to work 
on programs that matter. 

BY KRIS TREMAINE AND 
JEFFREY NEAL

CHAPTER 1
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Facilitate open communication. While agencies 
often work in silos, millennials are keen on design 
thinking. It’s important to strategically bring the 
right people from all facets of a project together 
in a room to produce the best result, regardless 
of organizational structure. In doing so, agencies 
are creating diverse skill sets at the office level 
that will lead to new conversations, solutions, and 
approaches to the challenges at hand. Creating the 
appropriate physical space for such collaboration is 
a good first step.

Preserve and create perks that address 
millennials’ concerns. From student loan repayment 
programs to casual dress codes, the public sector 
is already offering many of the perks millennials 
are seeking—they just don’t know it. Agencies 
must be bold in communicating their diverse (and 
often unknown) employee benefits, like recruitment 
bonuses and retention incentives. And new perks 
don’t have to break the bank. Creating office 
community spaces, offering leadership development 
opportunities, and encouraging staff to pursue 
extracurricular activities are all micro changes that 
make a big impact.

To help lead America’s public sector 

modernization, the government needs young, 
eager people to contribute at every level. Agency 
recruitment, training, professional development, 
and retention programs need to be revamped for 
the demands of today’s increasingly millennial 
workforce. We’re approaching a critical moment 
when baby boomers will retire en masse, but 
generation X is far too small to fill these gaps alone.

Younger people want to gain experience, do 
work that improves the world, and enjoy themselves 
along the way. The government can be a place for 
young professionals to do all three. Millennials 
will make up the core of the nation’s workforce for 
the next several decades. They are well-suited to 
bring their tech familiarity and social awareness to 
government agencies. To get there, the public sector 
needs to modernize thinking around recruiting and 
retention efforts.

Kris Tremaine is a Senior Vice President at ICF, 
leading the firm’s federal digital, communications, 
and human capital practice. Jeffrey Neal is a senior 
vice president at ICF, former chief human capital 
officer for the U.S. Department of Homeland Security 
and publisher of the blog ChiefHRO.com.

monkeybusinessimages, istock.com
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What are the costs of federal programs and 
policies? What results do we get for that 

spending? These two questions are fundamental to 
understanding public value and cost effectiveness, 
yet issues of cost, performance and impact 
often exist in silos. That’s a problem, since 
when financial management, performance, and 
evidence communities work together to tackle 
important agency or cross-agency challenges and 
opportunities, government produces better results, 
often at lower cost.

Why do those silos exist? A key reason is that 
these communities use different tools or lenses to 
carry out their work. They often operate in different 
offices within agencies and have different goals. 
Consider the question: Is this program (or policy) 
working or not? The three communities ask different 
questions about performance. For the financial 
management community, including chief financial 
officers, the key question is, of course, about 
money: Is this program spending appropriately and 
according to program and accounting rules? For the 
performance community, including performance 
improvement officers, the key question tends to 
focus on outputs and outcomes: What did this 
program achieve? And for the evidence community, 
such as chief evaluation officers, key questions 
focus on implementation and impact: Is this 
program being implemented as intended in an 
efficient way and what causal effect does it have?

Despite these differences, the three 
communities have important overlapping interests 
and approaches that can benefit each other. 
Integrating cost information into performance 
management discussions, for example, helps 
decision-makers track trends in costs and 
cost-effectiveness. Leveraging financial data 
and cost-benefit analyses in rigorous program 
evaluations helps decision-makers understand 
return on investment. And cooperation between 
evidence and performance staff can ensure that 
performance management efforts are informed by 
implementation insights and estimates of impact, 
not just outputs and outcomes.

In short, there are important reasons to bridge 
these silos. In May, about 200 officials from more 
than 30 federal agencies took a first step. The 
event, called the PIO/CFO Summit, was co-hosted 
by the Association of Government Accountants 
and the American Evaluation Association. 
Participants discussed how to better integrate cost, 
performance, and evidence efforts and, in doing 
so, better achieve their agencies’ missions. From 
those discussions, we identified five suggestions for 
agencies:

1. Learn from other agencies. Some have 
made important strides in recent years to not 
only prioritize the use of information related 
to evidence, performance, and cost, but also 

Link Program Cost,                        
Performance and Impact
Bridging the gaps 
between organizations is 
key.

BY ROBERT SHEA AND  
TIM GRIBBEN

CHAPTER 2
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to help integrate those different lenses. One 
agency highlighted at the summit was the 
Small Business Administration. One of us (Mr. 
Gribben) described how the agency launched 
a central evaluation office and a chief data 
officer role within the CFO’s office. The 
agency also created an acquisition vehicle for 
program evaluation that incentivizes the use of 
cost-effective data-collection methods. And it 
publishes a learning agenda—a document that 
identifies high-priority research questions—
and makes it a priority to act on the results of 
evaluations.

2. Identify your agency’s most important 
problems or opportunities. When agency 
leaders are clear with their staffs about what 
the most important organizational challenges, 
risks, and opportunities are, it provides a focal 
point and motivation for different parts of 
the organization to work together. Moreover, 
organizational leaders should set expectations 
that these offices should be working together.

3. Use new evidence-based policy tools 
as an opportunity to bridge silos. Legislation 
currently being discussed in Congress puts 
some of the recommendations of the recent 
Commission on Evidence-Based Policymaking 
into law. That includes requiring every federal 
agency to create a learning agenda. The 
creation of learning agendas provides a 
valuable opportunity to bring together the PIO, 
CFO, and evaluation experts.

4. Include the chief evaluation officer (or 
other senior evidence person) and CFO in 
agency quarterly performance reviews. Doing 
so creates a bridge between performance, 
evidence and financial efforts within the 
department and brings different lenses to 

tackle priority agency challenges.
5. Have deputy secretaries embrace their 

chief operating officer role. One of the best 
ways for agencies to overcome silos is for 
a deputy secretary to be a strong COO. That 
means taking responsibility for agencies’ 
outcomes and operational excellence, as 
well as playing quarterback by corralling the 
various chiefs within the department—for 
finance, performance, and evidence, but also 
for data, acquisition, human capital, and 
information technology—into a coordinated 
approach.

The PIO/CFO Summit demonstrated the value 
of dialogue between the financial management, 
performance, and evidence communities. It sparked 
the conversation and created momentum. It is 
now up to the public-management community, 
inside government and out, to work toward a 
vision in which separate silos are replaced with 
interconnected strategies to help agencies succeed.

Robert Shea is a principal at Grant Thornton. 
He served on the Commission on Evidence-Based 
Policymaking and as the associate director for 
administration and government performance at the 
White House Office of Management and Budget 
in the George W. Bush administration. He is the 
author, with Andrew Feldman, of the related report 
“Bridging Cost, Performance, and Evidence.” Tim 
Gribben is the Chief Financial Officer and Associate 
Administrator of Performance Management at 
the Small Business Administration where he has 
responsibility for all aspects of SBA’s financial 
management (including preparation and submission 
of the agency’s budget and financial statements), 
performance management (including program 
evaluation), internal controls, and acquisition.
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Why do so many strategic plans by government 
agencies and jurisdictions fail, ending up on 

the shelf as expensive paperweights?
One reason is that, too often, they’re developed 

by a narrow group—usually a strategic planning 
team working with leadership. The plans hardly 
ever achieve broader buy-in from staff and other 
stakeholders, nor do they reflect the input of staff 
with implementation expertise.

A second, less obvious reason that strategic 
plans often fall flat is the theory (one might say 
hubris) underlying them: that if we pick the right 
set of goals, strategies and initiatives and then 
implement them well, we will achieve the results we 
want. It’s a prescriptive approach that assumes we 
have all the answers, including knowledge about the 
complex causal relationships involved.

The reality, of course, is that we are often 
guessing about what affects what. That’s not 
because of incompetence, but rather because the 
work that government does is complicated. From 
fighting poverty to addressing the opioid crisis to 
tackling climate change, if the answers were easy 
we’d have solved these challenges already.  

A similar point was made 30 years ago by 
Bob Behn, now at the Harvard Kennedy School, 
in his seminal article, “Management by Groping 
Along.” Public managers, Behn noted, “need to 
have a clear sense of mission for their agency. 
But they will never know precisely how to realize 
these purposes.” Rather than aiming to create 
the perfect plan, Behn argued, public managers 

“must experiment with various initiatives, trying to 
determine what works and what does not.”

Does trying to determine what works sound 
familiar? It’s a central focus of the evidence-
based policy movement. Yet strategic planning 
and evidence efforts rarely intersect. Experts on 
these topics generally sit in separate offices within 
agencies and view their work as largely unrelated. 

Not surprisingly, three decades after Behn’s 
article, most agencies and jurisdictions are still 
trying to create the perfect strategic plan rather than 
aiming to get better at learning what works.

What we need is the next generation of strategic 
planning, integrating the traditional approach to it 
with evidence-based decision making. The focus 
should be on strengthening an organizational 
culture of learning and continuous improvement. 
The goal should be a culture that builds evidence 
about what’s working and what’s not, and then uses 
that evidence, with built-in feedback loops, to refine 
initiatives and strategies over time. To achieve that, 
agencies and jurisdictions should do five things:

1. Clearly define what success looks like 
for each goal, using qualitative or quantitative 
measures—or both if possible. If you want to 
build a culture of continuous improvement, 
you need to be clear about what kind of 
improvement you’re aiming for.

2. Create learning agendas for each main 
goal or strategy. Learning agendas identify 
key research and operational questions that 

Build Strategic Plans Around Evidence
You need more than goals 
and good intentions. 

BY ANDREW FELDMAN

CHAPTER 3

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.2307/3323485
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.2307/3323485


PAGE 10

need to be answered in order to improve 
results. A question could be about which 
version of a program works best, or it could 
be about whether a program or policy works 
as well for rural as for urban areas. Learning 
agendas help focus evidence efforts—including 
program evaluation, data analytics and rapid 
experimentation—on priority questions.

3. Develop clear logic models for each 
initiative. Logic models tie inputs and activities 
to outputs and outcomes. They don’t need 
to be complicated. The goal is to clarify 
assumptions about what affects what and to 
specify the expected results. They’re useful for 
implementation planning as well as to inform 
how results will be evaluated.

4. Implement evaluation strategies for each 
initiative, formalizing the feedback loop. Without 
this step, it is difficult to credibly know whether 
those initiatives are working as intended or how 
they can be improved over time.

5. Establish a process of regular evidence 
reviews, providing leadership with an 
opportunity to access evaluation results and 
act on that information. That includes refining 
initiatives and strategies over time and, with 
robust evidence, making investment and 
divestment decisions.

Some agencies are already making progress 
toward significantly improving strategic planning. 
At the federal level, for example, a legislative branch 
agency held workshops with staff on its goals 
and related strategies. The workshops included 
quick training sessions on logic models and time 
for staff to develop logic models for proposed 
initiatives. Another example is the Small Business 
Administration. It develops a multi-year learning 
agenda, updated annually with new evidence, 
related to its strategic goals, such as supporting 
small business revenue and job growth.

The need for a strategic planning refresh is clear, 
especially given public employees’ widespread—
and so often justified—cynicism with the traditional 
approach. It’s time to shift from strategic planning 
that emphasizes accountability for activities 
(merely implementing a plan) to one that focuses 
on accountability for learning, improvement and 
results. Integrating evidence-based decision making 
throughout the strategic planning process needs to 
become the new normal.

Andrew Feldman is a director in the public sector 
practice at Grant Thornton. He was previously a 
visiting fellow at the Brookings Institution and a 
special adviser on the evidence team at the White 
House Office of Management and Budget.

Sezeryadigar, istockphoto.com
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Don’t Let Organizational Silos                
Stifle Innovation
The lack of precedent too 
often deters progress.

BY MEROE PARK AND 
NYLA BETH GAWEL

Leaders at every level of government want to 
improve their programs and the delivery of 

services, but often feel stymied by organizational 
silos or budgetary constraints.

In every corner of the government, however, they 
are finding ways to overcome these challenges and 
become catalysts for change.

At the State Department, Thomas Debass, who 
is responsible for managing the Office of Global 
Partnerships, said he stays within legal boundaries 
as he promotes collaboration with the private 
sector. But those boundaries should never hinder 
the capacity to build and strengthen public-private 
partnerships that can provide solutions to some of 
our most pressing challenges, he said.

As Debass and his team advance U.S. diplomacy 
and development around the world, he often hears 
the question, “Is that legal?” At times, he said, this 
question is not so much about legality as it is about 
a lack of precedent.

“It’s important to showcase how innovative 
solutions can be developed and deployed within the 
context of legal rules and existing policies,” said 
Debass.

Getting Out of the Office
In other cases, leaders have found themselves 

operating in a vacuum, lacking a means of hearing 
first-hand about ideas for improvements.  

Flora Jordan, an engineer with the Marine 
Corps Systems Command, found a way around 
this dilemma when she was given the mandate to 
design new, lighter body armor that would be as 
protective as existing equipment, but weigh less 
and be suitable for women and those with smaller 
physiques.

In years past, those in Jordan’s position 
generally had limited contact with troops when they 
developed new equipment. Jordan took a different 
approach, interviewing hundreds of Marines to 
understand their needs and concerns. In addition, 
she fitted herself with the heavy armor, went on 
training marches and collected data on what 
improvements could be made.  

As prototypes were developed, Jordan went 
back to test her ideas. “We never lost connection 
with the Marines,” she said. “I was just the translator 
of what they were telling me.”

Col. Robert Bailey, the former program manager 
of the Infantry Combat Equipment Office, described 
Jordan’s approach as “absolutely game-changing.”

Using Data to Prioritize Problem-Solving
For others, the impediments to innovation have 

CHAPTER 4
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involved resource and time constraints.
Jordan Manos faced this dilemma during the 

summer of 2017 when Hurricane Harvey caused 
massive flooding in Houston, severely damaging or 
destroying thousands of homes and businesses. 
Before reconstruction could begin for many 
residents, the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency was required to assess affected homes and 
commercial properties for substantial damage.

The problem was the size and scope of the 
disaster. “The damage covered huge amounts of 
land and an unprecedented number of structures,” 
said Quentin Cummings, a FEMA floodplain 
management specialist.

Manos, an engineer with the Department of 
Veterans Affairs on temporary assignment to FEMA, 
focused on finding ways to get displaced families 
back to normal life as quickly as possible.

In the aftermath of previous floods, FEMA would 
inspect each structure, but this approach was not 
practical since more than 100,000 structures had 
been damaged. Using the old assessment process 
would have taken at least 200 days to complete at a 
huge cost to the government.

Manos worked with his team and across 

agencies to revise the damage assessment tool 
Cummings had created, adding numerous new 
data points including a component that predicts 
the relationships between the depth of the flood 
water and the percent of damage that a structure 
sustained. As a result of this and other changes, 
FEMA was able to focus on 20,000 structures with 
a high probability of damage in about 60 days. 
This sped up insurance payments to residents 
and resulted in millions of dollars in savings on 
inspections.

Leading change in the federal government is 
difficult. There are always reasons to maintain the 
status quo and many barriers to overcome. But 
federal leaders like Debass, Jordan and Manos 
have found ways to sweep aside the obstacles and 
engage in creative problem-solving to better serve 
the needs of the public.

Meroe Park is the Partnership for Public 
Service’s executive vice president, overseeing the 
organization’s programs and its work with federal 
agencies. Nyla Beth Gawel is a leader in Booz Allen 
Hamilton’s Strategic Innovation Group, and an 
expert in the adoption of emerging technologies and 
innovation programs. 

jeffbergen, istockphoto.com
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Confront ‘Fake News’
Don’t let misinformation—
or disinformation—distort 
what’s really going on.

BY DONALD F. KETTL

President Trump views the news media as “the 
real enemy of the people.” This sustained 

campaign has deepened the wedges between those 
in the president’s base and those who are not. But it 
also matters to government employees. A lot.

When wading into the debate over just how 
many people attended the 2017 inauguration, 
presidential adviser Kellyanne Conway famously 
pointed to “alternative facts” to support the 
administration’s claims of big crowds. Her 
formulation drew fierce attacks at the time, but 
there’s an important point at the bottom of the 
battle. People are deeply mistrustful of those who 
develop, publicize, and use information. There’s 
a suspicion that they tend to spin it, to reinforce 
their own prejudices and values. That made it easy 
for Conway to attack the National Park Service’s 
crowd estimates. The president’s supporters were 
easily convinced that the crowd estimates had been 
spun by the president’s opponents—and that an 
alternative, more favorable picture was just as valid.

It works like this: It’s possible to spin almost 
any fact, many people believe. If it is possible for 
experts to spin facts, then it’s certain that they do. 
If they do, then it’s impossible to believe anything 
is truly a fact. And if nothing is really a fact, it’s 
possible to build alternative conclusions based 
on alternative facts—and to believe that these 

alternatives are just as valid as the conclusions that 
experts originally produced.

Analysts have strongly pushed back against 
this line of argument, but it would be dangerous to 
dismiss it. There’s actually some truth in it. I once 
made my students very uncomfortable by taking 
a case study and showing them that I could put 
together an analysis to support any conclusion they 
wanted. That isn’t to say that I felt good about it, or 
that I believed that the facts could lead equally in 
different directions. But the nub of the issue is this: 
tell me what conclusion you want to draw and I can 
build a case for it.

Then there’s the business of lobbying, where 
special interests bring in hired guns to make their 
best arguments for the policy that the organization 
prefers. That turns out to be easier than many 
people think. It’s a perfectly reasonable part of 
the give and take of Washington politics and, in 
fact, it’s impossible to separate from the work of 
Washington politics. But with different lobbyists—
indeed, with different authoritative think tanks—
looking at the same problems and coming to 
different conclusions, it’s inevitable that everyone—
policy makers, managers, members of Congress, 
lobbyists, and citizens—gets increasingly cynical 
about whether there’s anything more than self-
interested spin at the bottom of most policy battles.

CHAPTER 5
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This has always been a challenge for those 
making government policy. Fake news has been 
around since the Romans trashed Antony’s 
reputation by suggesting that a queen of Egypt 
had compromised him. But the problem has 
clearly gotten worse. There’s more policy analysis 
in play, so there are more opportunities for spin. 
There are more lobbyists, so there are more hired 
guns running the spin cycle. There’s more instant 
news and social media, so it’s easier to spread 
information more quickly. And there’s deeper 
polarization, so it’s more predictable that views 
about facts break down along partisan lines.

This has made policymaking harder, for sure. 
But it’s also made it harder to be a government 
employee, hired to figure out what’s best for the 
public. Government experts—some of the best 
minds in the known universe—have quietly confided 
in me that it’s getting harder for their professional 
judgments about important issues to stick. Does 
it make sense to contract out the management 
of a particular program? If the threat of a 

particular disease looms, is it possible to convince 
government and private companies to take big, 
expensive steps to stop it? What’s the best way to 
get a good count in the census?

It’s increasingly hard for government 
experts to do their jobs expertly when there’s a 
growing suspicion that they’re just spinning their 
conclusions, and that alternative conclusions 
might be just as valid. If you doubt just how big the 
problem has gotten and how much it matters, just 
look at the growing problem of convincing people 
to get flu shots and for parents to have their kids 
immunized.

So what’s to be done, especially when your job 
is to apply deep training, years of experience, and a 
tsunami of facts to help the government figure out 
the best way to serve citizens?

Part of the answer is to confront the basic 
problem: There’s almost nothing government 
employees can say and expect others to believe 
just because they say it. Part of the answer is to 
make the analysis more robust by confronting the 

Lincoln Memorial during sunrise /tomwachs, istockphoto.com
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arguments that others might make against their 
best professional judgments. If saying so won’t 
make it so, it can be useful to figure out how to 
counter those whose facts are suspect. That also 
means figuring out how to ask better questions 
as well as provide better answers: what are the 
big issues lurking below the surface, perhaps two 
or three layers deep, that aren’t obvious to those 
swimming shallowly on the surface?

Part of the answer is to get much better at 
communicating expert conclusions. That means 
getting smart about data analytics and data 
visualization, by figuring out how to learn more from 
the information all around us and to paint pictures 
that make conclusions more convincing.

And part of the answer lies in better storytelling. 
People tend to remember anecdotes, not analysis. 
Relying on anecdotes can seem suspect to experts 
trained to dig deep and explore complexity. But 
complex statistics are typically aimed at boiling 
down big problems into shorthand measures, like 
means and medians and correlations. A story that 
captures the core of a problem can be just as valid—
and often much more convincing.

The nub of the problem is recognizing that 
suspicions about “fake news” and “alternative 
facts” are the new and inescapable norm of political 
discourse—and of the government’s work. It’s a 
big and profound threat to the traditional role of 
experts. But it’s also a call for government leaders 
to get much smarter in dealing with this threat to 
sound policy making. And in a world that’s so full of 
risks and uncertainties, that’s perhaps the biggest 
contribution you can make today.

Donald F. Kettl is Professor in the Lyndon B. 
Johnson School of Public Affairs, University of 
Texas at Austin, located at the LBJ Washington 
Center. He is the author of many books, including 
Escaping Jurassic Government: How to Recover 
America’s Lost Commitment to Competence, The 
Politics of the Administrative Process, System 
Under Stress and The Next Government of the 
United States. 
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