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Why GAO Did This Study

ASPR is a component within HHS.
GAO placed HHS’s leadership and
coordination of public health
emergencies on its high-risk list in
January 2022, in part because ASPR
did not have strategic workforce
planning in certain areas. ASPR has
relied on an HHS staff division, and
other agencies, to assist with its hiring
needs.

The CARES Act includes a provision
for GAO to report on oversight efforts
related to the COVID-19 pandemic.
This report examines: (1) the size of
ASPR's workforce, (2) ASPR’s plans
for improving its hiring capabilities, and
(3) ASPR'’s strategic workforce
planning practices.

To conduct this work, GAO reviewed
ASPR documentation and workforce
data and interviewed HHS and Office
of Personnel Management (OPM)
officials. GAO assessed ASPR’s
actions against GAO’s key principles of
strategic workforce planning and
agency reform and OPM guidance.

What GAO Recommends

GAO is making four recommendations
that ASPR (1) establish specific goals
and performance measures to use for
its new hiring office once it is fully
operational, (2) develop tailored
strategies for recruiting and hiring
human capital staff for the new office,
(3) identify the critical areas that need
workforce assessments and develop
plans to implement them, and (4)
conduct an agency-wide workforce
assessment. HHS neither agreed nor
disagreed with the first two
recommendations and agreed with the
last two recommendations. GAO
believes actions are needed to address
all of the recommendations.

View GAO-24-106108. For more information,
contact Mary Denigan-Macauley at (202) 512-
7114 or DeniganMacauleyM@gao.gov.
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PUBLIC HEALTH PREPAREDNESS

HHS Emergency Agency Needs to Strengthen
Workforce Planning

What GAO Found

The Administration for Strategic Preparedness and Response (ASPR) leads the
nation's medical and public health response to emergencies. Its workforce has
increased substantially to fulfill this growing role, roughly doubling from 1,000 to
almost 2,000 employees from fiscal year 2019 to 2022. Contract staff contributed
to most of this growth. Officials stated they used these staff to scale up quickly to
respond to the COVID-19 pandemic; use will decrease as the response unwinds.
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ASPR is developing an in-house hiring office with the aim of improving its hiring
capabilities. ASPR officials expect the office to be fully operational by October 2025.
The office is to address four areas of concern that ASPR had with services provided
by the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) staff division: hiring costs,
time-to-hire, service quality, and unique workforce needs, according to ASPR
documentation and interviews. However, ASPR does not have specific goals and
performance measures to use for the office, once operational, to help ensure these
areas of concern will be addressed. For example, while time-to-hire had been slow in
the past, officials could not provide specific goals or measures that outline how the
new office will improve upon the status quo, especially given that the HHS staff
division has made service improvements, according to ASPR officials. Specific goals
and measures provide a framework for monitoring progress and will allow ASPR to
make adjustments, if needed. In addition, ASPR intends to hire 41 human capital staff
for the office by October 2025. However, it does not have tailored recruitment and
hiring strategies that account for government-wide shortages of these staff.

ASPR’s December 2022 strategic plan prioritized strategic workforce planning,
including conducting workforce assessments to identify critical skills and
competencies needed to achieve the agency’s mission. Further, in February 2023,
ASPR announced a new organizational structure to better achieve its mission.
However, ASPR has not identified critical areas in the agency that need workforce
assessments nor developed a plan to conduct them. It also has not conducted an
agency-wide workforce assessment to prioritize the skills and competencies of
greatest need to achieve the agency’s goals and mission. Without conducting these
assessments, ASPR cannot be assured that its workforce has the skills and
competencies in place to support its reorganization, and ultimately, to meet its
mission of leading the nation’s response to public health emergencies.
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