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Perhaps the most popular contention about improving government holds that government should 

run more like a business. The late great public administration expert Wallace Sayre once countered, 

“public and private management are fundamentally alike in all unimportant respects.” But the 

critics are right about one thing:  in adapting to the future of work, government ought to be run 

more like the best-managed private organizations. 

A key challenge to this goal involves reorienting the federal workforce to big and inevitable 

changes—and ensuring that the government is not lagging years behind the rest of society. That 

would only cost taxpayers more and undermine government performance. 

The best-managed private organizations are planning for a future with along several dimensions: 

• what work can be automated;  

• who can do the work, and what work should remain with the organization’s core employees; 

• where work is done; and  

• how best to balance new technology with new work practices.  

As the Ford Foundation concluded, “The nature of work is changing—and at a magnitude that we 

have yet to fully grasp, let alone respond to.” 

Government could lead this revolution into the future, but evidence suggests that government lags 

behind private sector transformations. Qualtrics’s 2023 “Government Experience Trends” report 

found that private companies come out ahead of government in satisfaction and trust. The 

“Edelman Trust Barometer” scored trust in business at 62 percent, trust in nonprofits at 59 percent, 

and trust in government at 51 percent.    

A 2020 report from the IBM Center for the Business of Government, Distance Work 

Arrangements: The Workplace of the Future Is Now, found that slow adaptation to the new world 

of distance work arrangements accelerated when the pandemic hit. Federal, state, and local 

governments not only had to transition their workforces to work from home, but also had to change 

how they delivered services to function remotely, including such basic practices as using electronic 

signatures for contracts and ensuring security for confidential information.   

This inescapable future reality has increased the need for more—and in many cases new—

expertise among federal workers.  And this need only reinforces the imperative to strengthen the 

professional skills of the federal workforce to address the future workplace, driven by merit-based 

decisions for hiring, pay, advancement, and accountability.    

1. The Foundations of Merit 

In the American democracy, staffing and managing the public service based on merit and 

implementing laws in nonpartisan ways have provided continuity to deliver key services to the 

people across presidential administrations.  The merit system rests on basic principles:  
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• hiring based on what applicants know, not who they know;  

• promotion based on demonstrated competence, not favoritism;  

• stable tenure in office, not mass turnover with each election;  

• inclusion to achieve a workforce from all segments of society, not one that lacks diverse 

perspectives; 

• access to education and training, not satisficing with outdated skills;  

• providing fair and equitable pay, not ignoring demonstrable occupational differences in 

comparable compensation; and  

• accountability to the Constitution, laws, and duly authorized officials, not to political pressure.  

These principles have stood at the core of American government since the first laws establishing 

the civil service were enacted 140 years ago, and they have had strong support over the decades 

from presidents of both political parties. Congress used the Civil Service Reform Act of 1978 to 

enact an extensive list of merit system principles into law at 5 U.S.C. § 2301(b) and directed that 

“Federal personnel management should be implemented consistent with these principles.”1 

The government serves the people in a vast number 

of ways, all of which demand a quality workforce 

that the merit system supports:  

• Senior citizens whose health and income 

needs depend on work done by the 

Department of Health and Human Services 

for Medicare, and the Social Security 

Administration for income support. 

• Families who send their children to college 

and rely on Federal Student Financial Aid 

administered by employees of the 

Department of Education. 

• Millions of travelers who move safely on 

the nation’s roads, rails, and airways, thanks to standards set by the Department of 

Transportation and security provided by the Department of Homeland Security’s 

Transportation Security Administration. 

• Every American who relies on a weather report and benefits from core data collected 

24x7 through the Commerce Department’s National Weather Service—data to which 

commercial providers and weather forecasters add value and shape daily news. 

• Survivors of a hurricane or other disasters who rebuild their lives thanks to support from 

the Department of Homeland Security’s Federal Emergency Management Agency. 

 
1 5 U.S. Code § 2301, 5 USC 2301: Merit system principles (house.gov). 

A Strong Foundation of Merit 

▪ Hiring based on what applicants know, 

not who they know 

▪ Promotion based on demonstrated 

competence, not favoritism 

▪ Stable tenure in office, not mass turnover 

with each election 

▪ Fair and equitable pay across agencies 

▪ Accountability to the Constitution, laws, 
and duly authorized officials, not to 

political pressure 

https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/5/2301
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=5%2BUSC%2B2301&amp;f=treesort&amp;amp;num=4&amp&amp;edition=prelim&amp
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• Countless numbers of heroes in the Department of Defense, Department of Homeland 

Security and throughout the Intelligence Community who protect the nation’s safety and 

security. 

The list could go on across dozens of agencies and hundreds of critical services. 

Ensuring that agencies can attract, hire, and retain the critical talent needed for these services is 

essential to effective government. However, the current civil service system is not sufficient to 

meet the challenge of matching merit to the needs of the 21st century. Many specific authorities 

and constraints that comprise the current system’s operations remain rooted in notions of work 

and the workforce that made sense 75 years ago. The following propositions ought to guide the 

work of modernizing the system.  

2. Merit is Key to a Modern Civil Service 

The U.S. federal government’s merit system has a long history of bipartisan support over the last 

140 years.  The system builds on Britain’s Northcote-Trevelyan Report (1854), which coined the 

term “civil servants.” The American system stems from the Pendleton Act (1883), which sought 

to replace the chaos of the “spoils system” with a new system focused on bringing qualified 

nonpartisan experts into a career service. 

 

A single set of merit principles governs all federal employees, but different federal personnel 

systems use different rules and processes to advance these core principles. For example, not all—

and in some agencies not even most—of the federal workforce is covered by the basic civil 

service law that guides employment and compensation in Title 5 of the U.S. Code, or by the U.S. 

Office of Personnel Management’s policies that authorize and constrain the specifics of 

personnel management.  

 

The complexities and outdated assumptions of the current civil service system often drive 

agencies to seek, and Congress to grant, exceptions to the Title 5 processes. In 2019, more than 

half of all the federal government’s new hires entered under such exceptions. The complexity of 

the system has challenged the pursuit of the merit principles as applied to 21st century work and 

staffing requirements.  

 

And while the federal government’s programs are more complex than ever, trust in government 

is lower than ever.  Government employees can earn trust by providing technically competent, 

effective, and politically impartial service that relies on merit to hire, train, and retain experts.  

At the same time, most agree with the need to apply merit principles flexibly based on agency 

mission—what works for a science organization may not be the same as what works for an 

administrative agency. 
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3. A Merit-Based System Is Critical as the Government Workforce Adapts to 

the Evolving Future of Work 

The realities of today’s workplace have shifted dramatically due to the pandemic. The 2020 IBM 

Center for the Business of Government report, Distance Work Arrangements:  The Workplace of 

the Future is Now, found that slow adoption of distance work arrangements accelerated when the 

pandemic hit. Virtually every organization pivoted to a new workplace—home.  Federal, state, 

and local governments not only had to transition their workforces to work from home, but also 

had to change how they delivered services, such as using electronic signatures for contracts, so 

that work could be done remotely.  In addition, the future of work is leading to innovation across 

the private sector, and agencies would be well-served to build pathways to bring commercial best 

HR practice into expectations for merit-based public sector workforce management. 

This new reality has only increased the need for professionalism and expertise—fundamental 

both for the private sector and for merit-based public sector employment—among distributed 

Federal workers.  The evolving workforce must continue delivering on the critical missions 

outlined above, whether working from home or working in jobs like intelligence, air traffic 

control, or public health and safety that cannot be done from home. 

Given the experience since 2020, a spectrum of workplace futures has emerged, requiring 

adaptation by career civil servants: 

• Recreating the office online. Most traditional organizations have landed here, offering 

access to e-tools but without any redesign of how work gets done.  

• Adapting to the medium. These organizations invest in better equipment (for example, 

they may provide employees a cash grant to improve lighting for video calls). Their work 

favors text-based communication, with fewer meetings, clear agendas and including only 

‘must have’ participants.  

• Asynchronous communication. These organizations are structured more in line with 

how work gets done than where or when. They are typically global and recognize that 

presence does not equate to productivity.  

• Transformed offices. These organizations field purely distributed teams that work better 

than in-person teams. A handful of companies use this approach, and most are in the tech 

industry.  

In light of the impact of the pandemic, the IBM Center also initiated a Challenge Grant 

Competition soliciting essays from academics and practitioners describing how government can 

best transform the way it works, operates, and delivers services to the public. In re-framing 

government management and operations, this 2021 compendium of essays from the field 

highlighted several key themes that reflect the need for merit-based professionalism. Given the 

experience as outlined in the 2020 IBM Center report on Distance Work cited above, a spectrum 

of workplace futures has emerged, requiring adaptation by career civil servants: 



5 

 

• Changing the nature of how government works focused on government jobs best suited to 

shift virtually, the new “workday,” best practices, government as a model workplace, and 

workplace health, safety, and privacy.  

• Reimagining how government operates and delivers its missions to the public in ways 

that improve operational effectiveness by addressing engagement, equity, and culture in 

government service delivery.  

• Managing risk and building resilience focused on making supply chains more immune to 

unpredictable shocks.   

• Emphasizing the critical importance of managing risks and vulnerabilities effectively 

while also identifying principles that foster trust in institutions and how they operate in 

times of crisis.  

In 2022, the Center published a report from scholar David Wyld looking further at the impact of 

the pandemic on the future of work. Wyld found that managers across not just the United States, 

but globally as well, have come to a similar conclusion: remote work should be a key part of the 

way work is done and managed moving forward.    

Indeed promising practices have emerged on how to manage and lead in this very different and 

fast-changing work environment, and these practices have a link to merit principles. 

Implementing such practices across a diverse workforce will require nothing less than the 

development of a new managerial mindset. Wyld’s report offers eight building blocks that can 

help to develop that new mindset, and offer a professional approach to merit-based management 

for an increasingly distributed workplace:  

1. Assure Technical Connections  

2. Emphasize Communication  

3. Foster Collaboration  

4. Manage and Maintain the Organization’s Culture  

5. Exercise the “Right” Kinds and Levels of Oversight  

6. Build Physical Spaces That Facilitate the New Way of Working  

7. Manage with Compassion  

8. Lead with Strategic Intent 

None of these building blocks is inconsistent with a merit-based approach. In fact, the merit 

system principles can complement them and sustain a positive work environment. When freed 

from the outdated paradigms that currently underlie so many specific requirements that were the 

right thing to do 75 years ago, and guided by merit principles, federal human resource 

management can evolve and flourish. 

To move into this new world, government needs to take several important steps:  
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• Aligning organizational culture with the government’s mission: Innovations in workplace 

practice need to reinforce organizational priorities.  An organization that prizes customer 

service must ensure that workforce practices for the future connect employees with their 

customers. An organization that develops policy and process must ensure that new 

strategies bring together the different parts of the organization that write operating rules 

(including counsel, finance, procurement, and other functional roles). 

 

• Measuring productivity: Academic research can support future of work efforts by 

developing frameworks for measuring performance of different workplace models, and 

sharing best practice and lessons learned from study of the impact of those models. 

 

• Managing remotely:  The new realities of work pose big challenges to leadership 

strategies. It is impossible, for example, to “manage by walking around” with widely 

distributed employees. Face-to-face performance evaluation can prove challenging if 

management is less face-to-face. The system needs fresh research to determine strategies 

most likely to work best.  Such new strategies, in turn, can be taught in management 

training and curricula. 

 

• Promoting flexibility to move in and out of government. The changing nature of work also 

embraces the reality that workers are likely to have multiple jobs in a career—and 

perhaps multiple careers. Many government personnel programs reward decades of 

service above other experience.  While government needs expertise from leaders and staff 

who have developed knowledge over time, future mission performance challenges must 

include cutting-edge expertise, which requires facilitating movement in and out of the 

public sector. 

Finally, the Biden Administration’s President’s Management Agenda includes a focus on the 

future of work as part of Priority 1 on workforce.  The strategy to “Reimagine and build a 

roadmap to the future of Federal work informed by lessons from the pandemic and nationwide 

workforce and workplace trends” calls on agencies to develop metrics that measure practical progress, 

including how best to leverage space and technology in support of rewarding work to improve 

customer service, and ensuring success for career civil servants in doing so.  Any effort to modernize 

the civil service, as will be discussed throughout this series of articles, would have greater practical 

impact if its effects were measured in tangible ways such as those outlined in the PMA. 

4. A Merit-Based System Must Support a Workforce Reflective of the People 

Creating a government that can serve the people, build on deeply rooted principles of merit, and 

adapt to the rapidly changing nature of work is one of the most important challenges that federal 

agencies face. 

The first merit system principle codified in Title 5 calls for achieving “a workforce from all 

segments of society,”2 so the federal government must also draw from the full diversity of the 

American populace and advance equitable employment opportunities. The Government is at its 

 
2 5 U.S. Code § 2301(b)(1), 5 USC 2301: Merit system principles (house.gov). 

https://www.performance.gov/pma/workforce/
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=5%2BUSC%2B2301&amp;f=treesort&amp;amp;num=4&amp&amp;edition=prelim&amp
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strongest when the people’s workforce reflects the people’s diversity, and when civil servants are 

fully equipped to advance equitable outcomes. 

A diverse workforce can help agencies avoid monolithic groupthink, where employees look at 

problems through the same lens expecting different outcomes or solutions. This can harm the 

national interest and impede delivery of services to citizens and residents. The federal government, 

as the nation’s largest employer, must make sure that its workforce is the Nation’s model of 

excellence for diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility. 

 


