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Alan K. Catllpbell 

REFLECTIONS ON CSRA's 
FIRST DECADE 
It's still too early to tell if the Civil Service Reform Act will 
live up to expectations. 

M ORE T HA' TE' years have passed since the Congress enacted the Civil 
Service Refcrm Acr of 1978 (CSRA). As one who helped craft the 
legislation and secure irs passage, I am often asked whar I think of its 

accomplishments. Has it ucceeded in doing what we hoped it would do? My 
feeling is rhar, insofar as the acr put the means in place to improve the federal 
personnel sysrem, it worked. But wherher CSRA's various provisions will be 
employed to rhe system' fullest advantage still rp.mains to be seen. I 

This has been a turhulent decade for federal employees. While the overall size 
of government-as measured hy the number of employees-has not decreased, 

ALAN K. "SCOTlY" CMf PBEll, Chairman 0/ the Cit'il Service Commission from 
1977 to 1978, was the first Director of lite Office of Persorrn£1 Managemmt from 1979 IrJ 

1980. He is pfl'sent~v Via Chainnan and ExeculirK Vice President of ARA Seroices, Inc. 

SPRING 1989 9 



CSRA'S FIRST 0 CADE 

10 THE C'A<> JOURNAl 

T HE MOST DI RCPTIVE 

INFLCENCE ON THE ~IV". 

SERV, E HAS BEEN 

BUREAUCRAT-BASHI NG, 

WHICH HAS CREATED .-\, . 

ATMOSPHERE THAT L'LD 

HARDLY BE LESS 

CON DUCIVE TO CIVIL 

SERVI E REF(lR~1. 

the mix of governmenc activities, and therefore the di tribution of employmenc 
among the va rious agencies, ha undergone substancial change, with the major hift 
being from domestic to defense agencies. These factors , in themselves, have made 
for upheaval in the system. But more disruptive to the civil service have been the 
concinuing effects of bureaucrat-bashing, which created an atmosphere that could 
hardly have been less conducive to civil service reform. 

Ancigovernmenc rhetoric, of course, did nor come our of nowhere. It was a spin­
off of the disillusiunmenc that took hold in the wake of the Great Society. In the 
1960s and early 1970s, the federal governmenc accepted the challenge of confronc­
ing a number of vast social problems for which solurions were unknown, and many 
of its efforts to solve these problems absorbed a lot of money, ex.,anded the 
bureaucracy, and then did not work as well as was predicted. Evencually the public 
bought the notion that governmenc-and by extension, those who worked for it~ 
were not the solution, but the problem. The Louis Harris organization polled 
Americans in 1964 and asked, "Does the governmenc waste a lor of money?" Forry­
seven percent said yes. When the question was asked again in 1978, many more 
respondents-78 percent-said yes. 

Also contributing [0 the deteriorating attitude [Oward government was the 
slowdown in the growth of the nation's economy. Slower economic growth meant 
that any significant expansion in governmenc programs would have to be paid for, 
not our of new income, but out of people's pockets. They resisted. Antitax 
initiatives such as California's Proposition 13 spread across the country. It seemed 
unfair, many argued, for taXpayers (f) pick up the tab for programs they did nor 
believe were working. Americans generally believed in what their government was 
trying to do: 88 percent, according to the 1978 Harris Poll, supported Social 
Security; 76 percent supported health programs; 70 percent supported education 
programs; 68 percent supported law t:nforcement programs; 6S percent supported 
job programs for the unemployed. The problem was that far fewer people believed 
the government could make these programs succeed. 

This was the climate in which President Jimmy Carter put the 1977 Personnel 
Management Project members [0 work studying and drafting legislation to reshape 
the civil service President Carter said that "there is no inherent conflict between 
careful planning, tight management, and constant reassessment on the one hand 
and compassionate concern for the plight of the deprived and the afflicted on the 
other. Waste and inefficiency never fed a hungry child, provided a job for a hungry 
worker, or educated a deserving student. " Here was recognition that the personnel 
function-involving a range of dry, if not altogether boring, issues such as 
classification , job analysis, productivity improvement, and training and 
development - has a great bearing on how well the government does its job. 

Two large problems 

Those of us engaged in the project discerned two overriding personnel problems 
in the civil service. First, we found that the federal government's personnel systt:m 
had developed into ~ web of restraints designed primarily to prevent patronage, 
favoritism, and other abuses. In this sense it worked against itself: The same 
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measures intended (0 pr ~vent people from doing bad things can just as easily 
prevent them from doing good things. Second, we found that the layering of 
political appointees at the upper levels of federal agencies-assistant secretaries, 
deputy assistant secretaries, etc. -unduly limited the potential for career civil 
servants to fill high-level positions, and created serious tensions between career 
and noncareer personnel. 

These two developments contributed to an environment in which no one felt a 
responsibility to make the system work: No one had a sense of oo:nersllip. Political 
appointees, serving for brief periods, sought to make their mark in some high­
profile area, improve their resumes, and move on with their careers. Meanwhile, 
career federal employees, serving under a succession of political appointees, felt an 
obligation only to their jobs, not to the system of which they were a part. All this, it 
seemed to us, helped create a system that failed to emphasize either top-flight 
performance or the management tools necessary to ensure it. The primary purpose 
of personnel policies and practices is to encourage quality performance among all 
employees. Every policy and practice should be measured against this standard and 
performance should be measured against preestablished individual and organiza­
tional goals, 

Reorganizing ff)r change 

One of our first recommendations was to bring responsiveness and flexibility to 
the personnel system by eliminating the Civil Service Commission. We felt the 
Commission had accumulated a set of mutually exclusive functions, and conse­
quently was fulfilling none of them well. Although bipartisan in make-up, it was 
expected to work for the President, establishing personnel policies and advising 
and assisting executive branch agencies in achieving effective personnel manage­
ment. At the same time, it was expected to stand aside from the fray and oversee 
the integrity of the merit system, protect employee rights, decide employee 
appeals, and perform a variety of other adjudicatory functions. The Commission's 
conflicting duties undermined both its performance and its credibility. So we split 
the agency and its roles. Under Reorganization Plan No.2 of 1978, the Offic~ of 
Personnel Management (OPM) became the President's personnel arm. The Merit 
Systems Protection Board became the merit system watchdog. 

The creation ofOPM was designed, in part, to put a more responsive personnel 
structure in place and thereby open the personnel system to change. One such 
change was in authority. The Civil Service Reform Act authorized OPM to delegate 
pCiSonnel authority to the departments and agencies; in fact, when I was OPM 
Direcmr we delegated some 64 authorities. Why do so? Because when personnel 
authority is exercised from a distance, it serves merely as a control. When it is 
delegated to the department or agency -or even better, down to the manager of 
each operating unit-it becomes a tool for improving the performance of opera­
tions. I felt then-and continue to feel now-that day-to-day personnel decisions 
belong in the hands of the people charged with accomplishing the &oals of the 
agency. The personnel staff should assist line managers, but authority must reside 
with the managers. 
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The Senior Exe~utive Ser/i~e 
---------------- .-.- .-

Another major provision ofCSRA was the creation ofrhe Senior Executive Service 
(SES). The SES was intended to make it more feasible for career federal managers 
to fill high-level positions and to make the career-noncareer relationship more 
rational. In the SES, the designation "career" or "noncareer" became affixed to 

positions rather rhan individuals; it meant that a qualified career SES member 
could b'! called upon to fill a high-level "noncareer" post, yet retain his or her career 
stams upon completion cf the assignment. At the same time, we abolished the idea 
that rank-that is, pay and position in the hierarchy-was inherently a part of the 
position description, and established the principle of SES rank-in-person, so that 
an executive could be paid at a level commensurate with the personal rank he or she 
had earned. 

In addition, we set at 10 percent the ma,:imum proportion of SES members 
.."ho could be political appointees-the percentage that existed at the time CSRA 
was passed. (Despite a common perception that the number of political appoint­
ments to upper-level positions has increased in the 1980s, the 10 perce t limit has 
not been violated. But it is also true, regrettably, that the number of career SES 
members moving into the upper-level positions does not seem to have risen.) 

Better performance was our goal in arguing for the SES, as well as for other 
features ofCSRA such as merit pay for middle managers. We hoped to get the most 

. out of federal managers by establishing bonuses and merit pay, by making it 
somewhat easier to deal with inadequate performance, and by encouraging the 
adoption of performance appraisal systems. 

Establishing workable measures of performance is a difficul t task in 
government - more so than in the private sector. The obvious difference between a 
private company and a government agency is that the agency has no bottom line by 
which to measure its success. But, even in business, bottom-line considerations are 
not the only ones. In my own corporation, about 60 percent of each employee's 
bonus is based on the financial performance of his or her unit; the other 40 percent 
is based on nonfinancial mea e, such as client satisfaction and retention, 
preparation of employees for new roles, and use of training programs. So it is 
possible to develop nonfinancial goals against which performance can be mea­
sured. I remain convinced that, even in government, there is no program in which 
managers who are assigned a set of responsibilities and goals cannot develop a 
means of determining how well these responsibilities and goals are being accom­
pli h d. Private-sector enterprises set up appraisal measures because they have to 
in order to survive. Federal employees face less risk of losing their jobs, but like all 
workers, they need a reliable measure of their performance to give them a sense of 
accomplishment and ownership of the organization of which they are a part. 

Some agencies have done a very good job of developing measures of accom­
plishment, but I do not know of any governmentwide effort to try to understand 
what's working well, and where. Some still contend that OPM or the OffICe of 
Management and Budget should develop performance measures and impose them 
on the agencies. I believe, however, that the agencies would resist such a move-



CONSIDERING HOW l 'NRULY 

:\ DECADE THE 19805 HAVE 

BEEN FOR GOVERNMENT, 

THERE IS NO \\i\Y OF 

KNOWING JeST HOW 

eCCESSFUL THE REFORMS 

OF CSRA CAN BE. THE 

ACT .illfl":S THI:-.IGS TO 

HAPPE N; IT OOES NOT 

REQUIRE THEM. 

CSRA'S fiRST DECADE 

and they should. And if such a system were imposed, the blame for its failures 
would fall on those who devised it, rather than on the managers responsible for 
making it work. I worry over the tendency in government, when there is a broad 
management problem, to assign the solution to a central agency rather than to the 
operating agencies. Even the role of oversight or coordination can very quickly 
become an authority role. The more useful function for a central agency is to offer 
technical a~sistance, review, and record keeping, and to help give visibility to 

innovative approaches and success stories from the agencies. 

Publi(!- versus private-se(!tor te(!hnlques 

There has been much talk aLout how the federal government ought to adopt 
private-sector management techniques. But one has to recognize that private­
sector approaches have changed over time. Years ago, the organization of the 
federal government-its internzl structure, its allocation of personnel-looked a lot 
like the private sector. Just as in government, the biggest firms had as many as 15 
layers of management. And just as in government, there was a tremendous reliance 
on staff-personnel people, finance people, management types-versus line. 
American business has since learned that this son of management approach, along 
with the accompanying staff overhead, makes it uncompetitive Wit..l its restruc­
tured domestic and international rivals. The government, though, with no direct 
competition to deal with-only a slowly building public resentment-has been less 
quick to learn the lesson and adopt the appropriate management and organizational 
change~. But that is why I think the CSRA laid the groundwork for eventual 
success: It allows agencies to innovate if and when they decide to do so. 

The act did not prescribe solutions to the government's personnel problems. 
Instead, it enabled the federal personnel system to explore and implement its own 
solutions. Some argued at its passage, and continue to argue, that increased 
discretion at the agency level will create the potential for abuse of the system. This 
may well be true, but the old, more restrictive system is not the answer. I do not 
think, for example, that the son of personnel abuses that took place early in this 
decade at the Environmental Protection Agency would have been prevented under 
the old system. 

In a personnel system as enormous as the federal government's, there is no 
legislative solution to the eternal conflict between central control and autonomy. 
Eventually, it comc=s down to the luck of the draw-having leaders who make the 
most of the opportuiiities afforded them, and enjoying times in which the 
opportunities are there. Certainly, the administration that took offICe in 1981 had 
its own agenda, which to a considerable extent worked against the greater 
autonomy encouraged by CSRA. The delegation of personnel authorities by OPM 
came to a halt; in fact, many of the 64 delegations made by tne previous 
administration were rescinded. But other factors also inhibited innovation: The 
kinds of experimental personnel projects encouraged by CSRA would probably 

SPRING 1989 11 



CSRA'S FIRST DECADE 

14 THE OAe() JOURNAl 

THE GOVER:'IIMENT'S 

PERSONNEL YSTE~ I EX IS! 

IN A LARGER ENVIRON'IENT 

THAT IS Naf JL T 

POLITICAL BLT ECONmll 

AND SOCIAL. IT WILL 

TAKE A WHILE TO EE 

WHETHER Tt-: S BE T L'SE 

I ~IADE OF CSRA. 

have been more Widespread if the times had not heen marked by growing deficits 
and antigovernment sentiment. 

So, in rhe sense thar this has been an unruly decade for government, there is no 
way of knowing just how successful the reforms of CSRA can be. The act allows 
things to happen; it does not require them. In the last 18 months or so of the Reagan 
administration, for example, OPM began to reverse itself in many areas. And even 
where progress has nor been what we might have hoped, some progress has been 
made. For instance, complaints are heard concerning the SES. The number of 
career SES personnel in high positions does not seem to have gone up. Training 
programs for SES members and op rtunities for movement acros~ agency lines 
have not met expectations. Yet the bonus system -a mauer of great controversy 
during enactment ofCSRA and in the days thereafter-seems well accepted now. 
And the fact that SES members carry rank-in-person rather than rank-in-position 
~llows for easier movement of managers, if not from agency to agency, at least 
within agencies themselves. And regarding the degree to which talented career 
SES people are chosen for high posts, the fact that they have not been of iate does 
not mean that they will not be in the future. 

For federal employees, the tone has to be set by the President. This one has 
gouen off to an encouraging start. But the government's personnel system exists in 
a larger environment that is not just political but economic and social. It will take a 
while to see whether the best use is made of CSRA. 

One additional note: An issue that civil service reform does not address is that of 
adequate pay for federal managers. The recent inability of the Congress to address 
this issue raises a serious challenge to the ability of the federal government to attract 
and retain its share of t'": nation's most talented managers. The public debate 
about pay focused aimost exclusively on appropriate compensation for Members of 
Congress, when the greatest threat to effective government comes from inade­
quate pay for executive branch managers and members of the judiciary. Civil 
service reform, or, perhaps beuer said, effective personnel leadership, is invariably 
dependent on executive leadership. Without competitive pay-competitive with 
state and local governments, nonprofit organizations, and business-there is no 
way such leadership, either career or noncareer, can be retained or attracted. In the 
long run, effective implementation of civil service reform and, similarly, the overall 
quality of executive branch management rely on fairness in pay. Current executive 
pay does not meet this test .• 

1. For he. help in preparin~ this essay. I would like to thank Nancy Kingsbury, Special Assistant to the 
Chainnan of the Civil Servk.: Commission during my tenure, and presendy Director; Foreign Economic 
Assistance Issues, in GAO's :\ational Security and International Affairs Division, 
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and they should. And if such a system were imposed, the blame for its failures 
would fall on those who devised it, rather than on the managers responsible for 
making it work. I worry over the tendency in government, when there is a broad 
management problem, to assign the solution to a central agency rather than to the 
operating agencies. Even the role of oversight or coordination can very quickJy 
become an authority role. The more useful function for a central agency is to offer 
technical a~sistance, review, and record keeping, and to help give visibility to 
innovative approaches and success stories from the agencies. 

Publi~- versus private-se~tor te"hniques 

There has been much talk aLout how the federal government ought to adopt 
private-sector management techniques. But one has to recognize that private­
sector approaches have changed over time. Years ago, the organization of the 
federal government - its internal structure, its allocation of personnel-looked a lot 
like the private sector. Just as in government, the bigge t firms had as many as 15 
layers of management. And just as in government, there was a tremendous reliance 
on staff-personnel people, finance people, management types-versus line. 
American business has since learned that this son of management approach! along 
with the accompanying staff overhead, makes it uncompetitive WiLl its restruc­
tured domestic and international rivals. The government, though, with no direct 
competition to deal with-only a slowly building public resentment-has been less 
quick to learn the lesson and adopt the appropriate management and organizational 
change~. But that is why I think the CSRA laid the groundwork for eventual 
success: It allows agencies to innovate if and when they decide to do so. 

The act did not prescribe solutions to the government's personnel problems. 
Instead, it enabled the federal personnel system to explore and implement its own 
solutions. Some argued at its passage, and continue to argue, that increased 
discretion at the agency level will create the potential for abuse of the system. This 
may well be true, but the old, more restrictive system is not the answer. I do not 
think, for example, that the son of personnel abuses that took place early in this 
decade at the Environmental Protection Agency would have been prevented under 
the old system. 

In a personnel system as enormous as the federal government's, there is no 
legislative solution to the eternal conflict between central control and autonomy. 
Eventually, it comc:s down to the luck of the draw-having leaders who make the 
most of the opportu .. ities afforded them, and enjoying times in which the 
opportunities are there. Cenainly, the administration that took offICe in 1981 had 
its own agenda, which to a considerable extent worked against the greater 
autonomy encouraged by CSRA. The delegation of personnel authorities by OPM 
came to a halt; in fact, many of the 64 delegations made by me previous 
administration were rescinded. But other factors also inhibited innovation: The 
kinds of experimental personnel projects encouraged by CSRA would probably 
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have been more wIdespread if the times had not neen marked by growing deficits 
and antigovernment entimcnt. 

So, in the sen e that this has been an unruly decade for government, there is no 
way of knowing just how successful the reforms of CSRA can be. The act allows 
things to happen; it does not require them. In the last 18 months or so of the Reagan 
administration, for example, OPM began to reverse itself in many areas. And even 
where progress has not been what we might have hoped, some progress has been 
made. For instance, complaints are heard concerning the SES. The number of 
career SES personnel in high positions does not seem to have gone up. Training 
programs for SES members and op rtunities for movement acros~ agency lines 
have not met expectations. Yet the bonus system-a matter of great controversy 
during enactment ofCSRA and in the days thereafter-seems well accepted now. 
And the fact that SES members carry rank-in-person rather than rank-in-position 
C!lIows for easier movement of managers, if not from agency to agency, at least 
within agencies themselves. And regarding the degree to which talented career 
SES people are chosen for high posts, the fact that they have not been of iate does 
not mean that they will not be in the future. 

For federal employees, the tone has to be set by the President. This one has 
gotten off to an encouraging start. But the government's personnel system exists in 
a larger environment that is not just political but economic and social. It will take a 
while to see whether the best use is made of CSRA. 

One additional note: An issue that civil service reform does not address is that of 
adequate pay for federal managers. The recent inability of the Congress to address 
this issue raises a serious challenge to the ability of the federal government to attract 
and retain its share of t'" ~ nation's most talented managers. The public debate 
about pay focused aimost exclusively on appropriate compensation for Members of 
Congress, when the greatest threat to effective government comes from inade­
quate pay for executive branch managers and members of the judiciary. Civil 
service reform, or, perhaps better said, effective personnel leadership, is invariably 
dependent on executive leadership. Without competitive pay-competitive with 
state and local governments, nonprofit organizations, and business-there is no 
way such leadership, either career or noncareer, can be retained or attracted. In the 
long run, effective implementation of civil service reform and, similarly, the overall 
quality of executive branch management rely on fairness in pay. Current executive 
pay does not meet this test .• 

1. For hel help in preparin~ this essay, I would like to thank Nancy Kingsbury, Special Assistant to the 
Chainnan of the Civil xcvi<:.: Commi sion during my (enure, and presently Director. Foreign Economic 
Assistance Issues, in GAO's ~ational Security and Intematiooal Affairs Division. 




