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NG Our

Mid-Level Hiring and the War for Talent

fter reading various statements
Ajmd letters regarding mid-level

hiring for the Foreign Service
generalist corps, dating back at least to
the July 2007 issue of the Foreign
Service Journal, I would like to fire a
longer salvo into this discussion.

As numerous reports and a May
AFSA statement note, since the 2003
invasion of Iraq staffing demands on
the Foreign Service have soared: some
300 positions in Iraq, 150 positions in
Afghanistan, 40 positions in the State
Department’s new office of the
Coordinator for Reconstruction and
Stabilization, more than 100 training
positions to increase the number of
Arabic-speakers, and 280 new posi-
tions in areas of emerging importance
such as China and India. Despite
these urgent staffing needs, Congress
has not provided the necessary fund-
ing. As a result, hundreds of Foreign
Service positions are vacant.

In addition, the State Department
calculates that the Foreign Service is
short 1,015 positions for overseas and
domestic assignments and another
1,079 positions for training and tempo-
rary needs — this out of total staff-
ing of just 11,500. FSO Mark John-
sen’s December 2007 Journal article,
“One Hand Clapping: The Sound of
Staffing the Foreign Service,” notes
that the actual cumulative deficit may
be as high as 3,500 personnel. This gap
has an enormous impact on U.S. diplo-
macy and the ability of the Depart-
ment of State to execute the transfor-
mational measures advocated by
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice.
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The Foreign Service
must offer
opportunities for top
performers to bypass
the entry level and
Join as middle
managers.
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The gap is especially hard-felt in
the mid-level generalist category;
many such positions remain unfilled
or are occupied by inexperienced offi-
cers. The March 25 issue of the
Federal Times noted that about one-
fifth of the State Departments mid-
level Foreign Service positions are
vacant, and the agency is coping with
the vacancies by leaving open posi-
tions at lower—priority posts.

I understand that a recent State
Department Office of the Inspector
General report predicts the current
mid-level staffing gap will be closed by
October 2009. Not having access to
this report, I cannot verify the accura-
cy of its methodology or the sustain-
ability of this projection. In any case,
if State truly aspires to expand to a size
commensurate with its current and
future tasks, and build a viable training
float as well, its current intake process
will, in all likelihood, result in another
mid-level gap in the foreseeable
future. Yet the obvious remedy, mid-
level hiring, is highly contentious.

In a speech at Harvard University

in 1943, Winston Churchill observed
that the “empires of the future will be
empires of the mind.” He might have
added that the battles of the future
will be battles for talent. In a 1997
study that led to publication of a book
titled The War for Talent (Harvard
University Press, 2001), the consulting
firm McKinsey & Co. researched the
subject. It compiled critical recom-
mendations for the personnel man-
agement of any institution seeking
excellence and, ultimately, success in
its defined missions and tasks.

The lessons of that study are highly
pertinent to the Foreign Service. As
an organization operating in a global-
ized labor market, the State Depart-
ment has begun to shift gears to meet
the challenge of attracting, developing
and retaining the best people — those
with high potential, or scarce knowl-
edge and skills, who can successfully
lead transformation and change within
an organization, adding direct value to
a business’s position. But the depart-
ment will not be able to address its
massive personnel shortfall and need
for skills unless it begins offering
opportunities for top performers to
bypass the entry level and join the
Foreign Service as middle managers.

Behind the Curve

Indeed, one of the biggest impedi-
ments to transforming the Foreign
Service for the current global environ-
ment is its personnel policies,
designed as they are for a different
kind of world with its own threats and
challenges. The department contin-
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ues to operate in the “old economy” in
terms of recruitment, retention and,
more broadly, talent and skill manage-
ment, ignoring the fact that there are
numerous other international profes-
sional opportunities open to Ameri-
cans.

As a February Strategic Studies
Institute paper titled “Developing
Strategic Leaders for the 21st Cen-
tury” documents, opportunities to live
abroad, learn a foreign language and
develop negotiating skills — all of
which have traditionally attracted
young people to the Foreign Service
— are now widely available in the pri-
vate sector and at many nongovern-
mental organizations. These competi-
tors offer higher salaries, often lack the
level of austerity or danger faced by
State Department employees, and
impose fewer constraints on two-
career families.

But this finding also means that
there are seasoned private-sector
managers in the market, with experi-
ence running international teams and
engaging in negotiations and cross-cul-
tural interactions, who could bring real
benefit to the Foreign Service. But
bringing them in at the entry level, as
State currently does, would violate
basic human resource management
principles.

Ultimately, any civilian organization
needs a portfolio of internally devel-
oped talent leavened with talent from
the external world. As the McKinsey
study notes, this recipe aligns well with
the human resource industry’s best
practices. Even where the dominant
strategy is to spot talent early and train
it within, companies should still con-
sider regularly hiring executives from
outside. Rather than seeing this as a
failure of the internal development
pipeline, they should view it as a way
to accommodate rapid growth, refresh
the gene pool, and calibrate the inter-
nal talent standard. Such outsiders
bring broader skills and new insights to
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the benefit of the organization, and
can also reduce critical shortages.

As several Foreign Service officers
have noted in letters to the Foreign
Service Journal concerning mid-level
hiring, many FSOs already bring a
complete “backpack” when they enter
the Service and could perform at a
higher level, drawing on their skills,
competencies and experience from
the private or public sectors. My own
A-100 experience mirrors these obser-
vations. My class contained colleagues
whose level of experience would have
allowed them to enter and perform
admirably as mid-level officers. They
already possessed the skills and com-
petencies to operate in the diplomatic
corps. This view was reinforced at my
first post where, due to some mid-level
staffing gaps and performance issues, a
few junior officers were privileged to
occupy mid-level positions on an inter-
im basis. They performed exceeding-
ly well.

The American Foreign Service
Association and the State Depart-
ment should not overestimate what
the entry-level Foreign Service officer
phase brings to career development.
Participating in preparations for visits
by congressional delegations, drafting
cables, working the room at an
embassy event, and integrating into
the Foreign Service culture are all
skills learnable at any level. Further-
more, there are plenty of individuals in
the job market with experience and
competencies that equate to those
found among mid-level FSOs.

The previously mentioned SSI
study argues that expanding interna-
tional requirements and the pressing
need to maintain a surge capacity
require more flexibility for admission
to the Foreign Service. For instance,
horizontal entry and exit should be
considered, whereby those with a par-
ticular background or linguistic skill
could enter laterally at grades far
above entry level. A multilingual
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senior researcher at an international
consulting firm or investment fund, a
U.S. Army Special Forces officer, or a
desk officer from another internation-
al organization are real examples of
this “equivalency.”

Three Recommendations

In my view, three operating princi-
ples need to be kept in mind before
State embarks on a mid-level hiring
program.  First, such an initiative
should not be conceived or conducted
as part of an affirmative-action or gen-
der-balancing program. Such goals
can be pursued through existing pro-
grams, awareness building and recruit-
ment initiatives for candidates regard-
less of hiring rank. Rather, hiring
should be based upon merit and the
acquisition of those skills and compe-
tencies required to address current
critical needs.

Second, the consular cone should
be a key beneficiary of such a program.
One group of advocates for mid-level
hin'ng seem to see it as a way to attract
prime candidates by promising them
they will not have to serve in “visa
mills” or perform other consular
duties. This attitude misses the fact
that consular diplomacy is a critical
factor in foreign affairs; indeed, it is
emerging as a major component of
soft power. (The Netherlands In-
stitute of International Relations has
published several papers demonstrat-
ing the growing relevance of citizen
services, consuls and visa diplomacy in
the international environment.) Thus,
this field is where the large majority of
mid-level hires should be placed.
Given increasing demand for consular
services and rising visa application vol-
umes, this would be a logical applica-
tion for such a program.

Third, the senior leadership of the
State Department must expect strong
and vocal resistance, including law-
suits, to such a program and have the
courage and resiliency to push through



such a decision. As Lee Hoskins and
Phillip Kelly wrote in their seminal
September 1988 article, “Lateral En-
try into the Foreign Service: Oppor-
tunity Lost,” in the American Review
of Public Administration, lateral entry
is viewed by the Foreign Service offi-
cer corps as a threat to the very
essence of their career system. Yet the
Service’s failure to effectively assess
and utilize lateral-entry techniques
precludes the development of a per-
sonnel system designed to strengthen
functional competence, perhaps later-
al entry’s greatest forté.

How It Would Work

Naturally, the implementation of a
mid-level hiring program raises practi-
cal difficulties that must be acknowl-
edged. Yet there are specialists in both
the public and private sectors who
understand these challenges and could
provide solutions, guided by the fol-
lowing general principles:

e Candidates would be selected
based upon their professional experi-
ence and their performance on the FS
oral exam. Certain skill components
of professional experience could even
be tested.

* Mid-level hires would fill existing
vacancies and certain designated posi-
tions.

* Once hired, they would be fully
integrated into the system and bid on
assignments just like any other gener-
alists. The evaluation and promotion
of these mid-levels would also be iden-
tical, following best practices from the
corporate and government worlds.

The war for talent has to be taken
seriously. The competition for mid-
level candidates may seem like a crisis,
but like any crisis, it’s also an opportu-
nity to seize — or squander. To con-
duct transformational diplomacy, the
Department of State needs to trans-
form its personnel system and prac-
tices for Foreign Service generalists.
The original McKinsey study (among
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others) refutes the idea that promoting
from within is the only way to grow tal-
ent, and the modern labor market
underscores the point.

Of course, opponents of this
change will see threats, inequity and
worse. But they have not laid out
objective arguments against imple-
menting such a program, given the
current shortages and future chal-
lenges. Instead, they are focused on
trying to defend an increasingly
archaic system that does not fit into a
modern and globalized labor market.

All stakeholders, particularly AFSA,
would do well to evaluate this option
objectively and transparently for the
long-term health of the Foreign
Service. This step could also position
the FS for a more robust role in the
nation’s foreign policy apparatus vis-

a-vis other agencies. With the appli-
cation of a well-implemented mid-
level hiring program, the Service
would initiate steps to solving its cur-
rent and future personnel problems,
and be able to “show up” when need-
ed.

In the end, superior talent will be
tomorrow’s primary source of compet-
itive advantage — whether in the cor-
porate board room or in the Foreign
Service generalist corps. H

Kevin D. Stringer, a member of the
72nd A-100 class, was a Foreign
Service officer from 1994 to 1997,
serving in London and Washington,
D.C. Now an international banker
and part-time professor, his academic
interests are consular and transforma-
tional diplomacy.

All New Suites, Same Great Prices!

- -

|'|."|'i|'!.-_'"|ii|'| Sunites s just unher-
R 1 TR PRI TR0 e
Everyihing's new, Iroam Fhoor o ogil-
e We've heard the suggestions of our
koval gieesns and weve fespandad

PO WU TE T Y STACE jUsT s
Iramn Peatsonal Alrpom, che Matioral Foreign
Ailairs Traiming Cerler, mos] Bover sl

price Iod a brand new sine?

Virginian Suites

hiiilcdhngs, and Menmo—yos e SeTEE A gl

Azk
cfhant ony
Room & Rivle

* Spcious wuiles
Package!

wilh full
kitchins

# Pl arel excrcise Golitics

* Froe bl plone calls an-site parking,
arl calde TV wath HEOD

+ Complmentary Contmental
Bl om weckdns

* Free shuttle o NEATC wockdigs
during neh Bours

OCTOBER 2008/FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL 15



