
Building a path for success: 
Leveraging career development
By Nicole Benn and Jacob Flinck

For most organizations, creating a comprehensive career development plan 
for your employees is like creating an exercise plan for yourself – you plan to 
do it, you know it would be good and you have read all about the benefits – 
but you just haven’t found the time to do it. You’re not alone. 

According to Beverly Kaye and Julie Giulioni in their book Help Them Grow, 
or Watch Them Go “career development is among the most forgotten tools 
for driving business results.” Unfortunately, in today’s world, this could 
negatively impact the success of an organization. 

By incorporating career development into an agency’s hiring, development 
and retention strategies, it can get the right people on board, align training 
to agency goals and increase retention rates. Career development also 
allows agency leaders to send a clear message that employees matter. This 
increases employee engagement and satisfaction levels, leading to higher 
productivity. Career development is really a win-win for everyone. 

A closer look at the results of the 2012 government-wide Federal Employee 
Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) indicates an opportunity to enhance career 
development across the federal government. For instance, only 36.4 percent of 
federal employees indicated satisfaction with their opportunity to get a better 
job in the organization. This is down from 41.7 percent in 2010. Likewise, 
only 35 percent of state and local government employees were satisfied with 
their agency’s advancement opportunities according to a recent study by 
Governing magazine. Unfortunately, career development is often the first 
victim of budget cuts. However, the long term benefits of establishing career 
paths for your outweigh the short-term budget gains.  

Providing career development gives employees a clear understanding 
of their current role and their future path according to Blessing White’s 
2007 State of the Career report. The report found that providing career 
development as part of overall talent management strategy increases the 
likelihood that employees will be willing, ready and able to move into 
needed roles allowing for companies to respond to various situations with 
more flexibility.
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Since the Great Recession, local and state 
governments have focused more on cutting 
costs than they have on recruitment and 
retention.  That is not surprising, given that so 
many governments had to lay off employees or 
downsize their workforce through hiring freezes 
and early retirements.

Now that the dust has begun to settle and hiring 
freezes are thawing, some governments have 
been surprised at how difficult it is to recruit.  
One North Carolina human resources manager 
said that she used to count on her community’s 
reputation as a great place to live to attract 
candidates and was taken aback when recent 
applicants showed a reluctance to move.  She 
notes that now “it takes a lot of time to fill senior 
positions.  Sometimes we have to go through the 
recruitment process three times.”  

There are several reasons for the recruitment 
challenges:
• More demand for highly educated specialists.  
• Need for different skills with changing 

economy.
• Slow and cumbersome recruitment practices.
• Perception of government.
• Less generous compensation packages.

Many Americans are hungry to do work that 
makes a difference but too often government 
is not on their radar screen.  Millennials who 
seek public service jobs often put nonprofit or 

government contract jobs ahead of government 
opportunities.  Mid-career private sector workers 
looking at government jobs may be deterred by 
changes to retirement plans with long vesting 
periods.  Older, highly skilled government 
workers are heading for the exits instead of 
staying in jobs they love, sometimes because 
there are no financial incentives to stay.  

Before examining possible solutions, it is 
important to understand the scope of the 
challenge and how much has changed.

More positions are hard to fill
For the last five years, the Center for State and 
Local Government Excellence has partnered 
with the International Public Management 
Association for Human Resources (IPMA-HR) 
and the National Association of State Personnel 
Executives to survey human resources managers 
about workforce trends.  

In the 2013 survey, IPMA-HR found more 
governments were able to hire, but also that there 
were more positions that were difficult to fill.  

Mid and upper management jobs are hard to fill, 
along with jobs requiring significant education 
and training, such as engineers, nurses, 
physicians, information technology professionals, 
social workers, attorneys, finance and purchasing 
experts, health science administrators and 
epidemiologists.  The list also includes human 
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resources specialists, corrections officers, 
water treatment plant occupations, police 
officers, firefighters and emergency 
medical services personnel.

The survey also showed that the pace of 
retirements has notably accelerated in 
the last two years, after slowing down 
in the first years of the recession.  Since 
government workers are older than their 
private sector counterparts, this trend is 
significant.

Complicating the recruitment and 
retention picture, more than half the 
respondents report that their government 
made changes in health care benefits in 
the last year, continuing to shift more 
costs to the employee.  In addition, 44 
percent reported making changes to 
their retirement benefits, with 34 percent 
increasing employee contributions to 
retirement plans and 26 percent increasing 
the age and service requirements required 
for normal retirement.

The survey found that the top workforce 
issue in 2013 was staff development, 
followed by employee morale and 
managing workloads.  Reducing employee 
health care costs, retaining staff needed for 
core services and the public perception of 
government workers are also high on the 
worry list for human resources managers.

Growing our own talent
Houston, we have a problem!  The good 
news is that government leaders recognize 
the extent of the problem and have begun 
to respond.

With cutbacks in compensation and 
increased workloads, staff development 
is more important than ever. Chief 
Information Officers from California, 
Ohio and Tennessee told attendees at the 
2013 mid-year conference of the National 
Association of State Chief Information 
Officers to grow their own talent. 

Their advice? 
• Eliminate dead end jobs and develop 

career paths.  
• Provide training geared to the specific 

knowledge, skills and abilities the 
organization needs, including 
leadership development.  

• Partner with academic institutions and 
vendors.  

• Recognize that older workers need 
different incentives than younger 
workers.

Local governments also recognize the 
importance of developing a learning 
organization.  Elgin, Ill., for example, 
had to lay off 80 employees and cut $15 
million from its general fund budget of $70 
million in the first year after the recession, 
while unions made concessions in their 
compensation and benefits.  

Yet Elgin City Manager Sean Stegall 
convinced the City Council to double 
the budget for employee education and 
training and to increase the technology 
investment.  Technology helps employees 
work more efficiently and opens new 
channels to engage with residents, giving 
them access to information affecting their 
neighborhood and new ways to provide 
feedback.

Market your assets
Imagine this job ad:  “Chief Strategist 
needed for dynamic community.  Use your 
social media and wiki planning tools to 
connect with budding entrepreneurs and 
immigrants alike.”  

It turns out that Kim Walesh holds that 
title for the City of San Jose, Cali., along 
with the more traditional title of Director 
of Economic Development.  Giving 
promising government leaders the freedom 
to help define their jobs is win-win.  It 
gives governments another way to tap 
fresh energy and approaches when those 
qualities are sorely needed.

Leading governments also know how 
much workers today value flexibility.  The 
City and County of San Francisco offers 
telecommuting and leave policies to meet 
a wide range of employee needs.  It also has 
policies that allow retirees to be hired for 
short-term projects.

Coconino County, Ari., faced daunting 
economic challenges over the last several 
years.  While making cuts to lower costs, it 
kept its emphasis on work-life balance for 
its 1,200 employees.  Employees can job 
share, phase into retirement and purchase 
up to 10 personal days a year.  

Along with flexible scheduling and 
telecommuting, the county relies on 
employees themselves to attract a 
diverse pool of applicants and enhance 

its branding.  An employee suggestion 
program resulted in internal candidates 
filling 40 percent of vacancies and a six 
percent decrease in turnover in two years.

Looking ahead
Planning for the future is somewhat like 
planning for a disaster.  Governments 
may not know exactly what they will 
need, but the very discipline of examining 
their current demographics, talent gaps 
and development needs, and crafting a 
succession plan will make them more 
prepared for the changes ahead.

Compensation packages may need to 
change.  If government benefits become 
less generous, wages may need to increase 
to remain competitive.  If mid-career 
workers turn down government jobs 
because they are uncertain they will work 
long enough to receive any retirement 
benefits, new retirement plan designs will 
be needed.

Today, government, like the private sector, 
relies more on the nonprofit and private 
sectors to get its work done.  Increasingly, it 
also taps the independent workforce.  What 
does this mean for its workforce structure 
and policies?

Each generation faces change, unrest and 
possibilities.  A strong, ethical, competent 
government is critical to respond to 
society’s needs.  How we do the public’s 
work may evolve over time, but the 
importance of government remains the 
same.

Kellar is the President/CEO of the Center for State and Local 
Government Excellence.
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Career development can be a critical 
element in the success of an organization 
– and can be the real difference between 
meeting the mission or not. In today’s 
business environment, strategy or 
technology is not what’s going to give 
you the advantage, it’s talent. Hiring, 
developing and retaining quality talent is 
the key to success.  

Recruitment
Incorporating career development 
into an organization’s over-arching 
recruitment strategy can be a powerful 
tool for attracting talented employees. 
High achieving employees want to work in 
organizations that foster an environment 
of learning and growth – where they can 
expand their skills and competencies. 
Career development programs are a 
clear sign the organization embraces this 
concept.   

Employees are looking at more than 
just salaries and benefits when deciding 
where to work. In fact, studies have 
shown that potential employees rate 
career development as their top priority 
in determining which employer they 
plan to work for. In one recent study by 
Linkage, Inc. “more than 40 percent of 
the respondents said they would consider 
leaving their present employer for another 
job with the same benefits if that job 
provided better career development and 
greater challenges.”

Organizations with career development 
programs attract more prospective 
employees because employees recognize 
that the organization will invest in 
them. For example, based on evidence 
we collected from a large scale career 
development project, once job seekers 
became aware of an agency’s career 
development tools, they were more 
likely to identify the organization as 
forward thinking and results oriented.  
The awareness of an agency’s career 
development program also led to a 
30 percent increase in the applicant’s 
likelihood of applying for a job. Prospective 
applicants were also more likely to indicate 
that they believe the organization cares 
about its employees and that the agency is 
a place to pursue a long-term career.

Development 
Providing and supporting the training 
and development employees need to 


