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SUBJECT: Strategic Workforce Planning: Challenges Impair USAID’s Ability to Establish a 
Comprehensive Human Capital Approach   

This memorandum transmits the final report on our audit of USAID’s human capital hiring 
mechanisms. Our audit objectives were to determine the extent to which USAID (1) met 
congressionally mandated staffing targets, identifying factors that facilitated or impeded those 
efforts, and (2) identified Agency-wide skill gaps and tracked progress toward addressing those 
gaps through its hiring practices and mechanisms. In finalizing the report, we considered your 
comments on the draft and included them in their entirety, excluding attachments, in 
Appendix E. 

The report contains five recommendations to improve USAID’s staffing, strategic workforce 
planning guidance, and skill-gap tracking. After reviewing information you provided in response 
to the draft report, we consider all five recommendations resolved but open pending 
completion of planned activities (recommendations 1-5). 

For recommendations 1 through 5, please provide evidence of final action to the Audit 
Performance and Compliance Division. 

We appreciate the assistance you and your staff provided to us during this audit. 

 

http://oig.usaid.gov
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Introduction 
For nearly 30 years, USAID has worked to improve the efficiency and efficacy of its strategic 
workforce planning, yet despite these attempts, human capital management has remained one 
of the Agency’s top challenges.1 According to its Interim Strategic Workforce Plan Fiscal Year (FY) 
2020-FY 2022 (ISWP), the Agency needs a workforce that is talented, diverse, and adaptable to 
ever-changing environments to achieve its mission.2 Further, USAID has identified that without 
adequate strategic workforce planning and the placement of staff with necessary skills in needed 
areas, the Agency will be hindered in its ability to handle new programs and innovation.3 

In December 2019, Congress appropriated funding to USAID to increase its civil service (CS) 
and Foreign Service (FS) permanent staffing levels. However, the Agency has struggled to 
achieve the congressionally funded levels amid the COVID-19 pandemic, which significantly 
impacted USAID’s hiring efforts. 

OIG conducted this audit to evaluate USAID’s progress toward meeting congressional staffing 
mandates as well as Agency efforts to assess and address skill gaps. Specifically, we determined 
the extent to which USAID (1) met congressionally funded staffing targets, identifying factors 
that facilitated or impeded those efforts, and (2) identified Agency-wide skill gaps and tracked 
progress toward addressing those gaps through its hiring practices and mechanisms. 

To answer the audit objectives, we reviewed appropriations language to establish staffing 
targets identified and funded by Congress, as well as Agency plans and strategies that identified 
internal goals and objectives to meet those levels. We also reviewed and analyzed current and 
draft USAID human capital strategies and plans to determine the extent to which USAID had 
processes in place to identify and target skill gaps, determine hiring needs, and assess progress 
toward closing identified skill gaps. The team interviewed Office of Human Capital and Talent 
Management (HCTM) and operating unit staff to determine the nature of their communications 
related to staffing and hiring, assess how they measured progress, and request testimonial 
explanations of any factors that impacted USAID’s hiring efforts.4 Additionally, the team 
interviewed HCTM and operating unit staff to gain information on the hiring mechanisms used 
to fill skill gaps and requested additional information related to USAID-created guidance 
covering the identification, tracking, and reporting of skill gaps. Appendix A provides more 
details about our scope and methodology.  

 
1 Strategic workforce planning is defined as an essential activity that an agency needs to conduct to ensure that its 
human capital program aligns with its current and emerging mission and programmatic goals and to ensure that the 
agency can meet its future needs.  
2 USAID, Interim Strategic Workforce Plan (FY 2020-FY 2022), February 2020. 
3 USAID, FY 2019 Executive Management Council on Risk and Internal Control Meeting Slides, October 7, 2019. 
4 Operating unit is the collective term that USAID uses to refer to its bureaus, independent offices, and missions. 
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Summary 
USAID did not reach congressionally funded staffing levels despite developing 
hiring plans, and the Agency faced challenges communicating adjustments to its 
hiring processes. USAID hired just over half of the planned new CS and FS staff in FY 2020. 
HCTM’s reduced staffing levels, short hiring timelines, and COVID-19 pandemic restrictions 
limited the Agency’s capacity to meet FY 2020 targets. Despite adjusting its hiring processes to 
reach hiring targets, USAID faced challenges in disseminating guidance to help staff navigate the 
changes and in addressing the limitations of the COVID-19 pandemic. Some process changes 
were intended to expedite CS hiring but increased time to hire due to a lack of written 
guidance. While FS hiring process changes were made to improve recruiting and onboarding, 
HCTM staff had difficulty adapting the traditional in-person, multiday interview process for the 
virtual environment of the pandemic. 

USAID’s ability to identify and address workforce needs was hindered by not having 
a common definition of skill gaps, insufficient workforce planning guidance, and the 
lack of a centralized tracking tool. USAID’s workforce planning capabilities form a key 
component of its efforts to identify, deploy, and manage an optimal workforce to fulfill U.S. 
foreign policy objectives. USAID lacked an Agency-specific definition of “skill gap” in its existing 
guidance and plans, and it did not provide guidance to operating units to identify skill gaps 
across all the Agency’s hiring mechanisms. Despite developing several personnel software tools 
that could be used to track skill gaps, the Agency had not fully deployed these tools. Further, 
the Agency had not fully assessed whether these tools would be suited to tracking skill gaps. 
Consequently, USAID did not centrally track skill gaps or its progress toward closing skill gaps 
across all hiring mechanisms. 

Recommendations: We made five recommendations to improve USAID’s staffing, strategic 
workforce planning guidance, and skill-gap tracking. USAID agreed with all five 
recommendations.  

Background 
As the lead U.S. agency providing development and humanitarian assistance, USAID manages 
over 9,500 staff working in more than 100 countries to provide technical and financial 
assistance.5 Approximately 60 percent of USAID’s staff are based overseas, while the rest are 
based in Washington, DC. Approximately one-third of USAID’s staff are permanent direct hires 
falling under CS or FS categories of employment, called hiring mechanisms (see Appendix B for 
details on USAID’s commonly used hiring mechanisms).6 These staff are U.S. citizens who can 
perform inherently governmental functions, such as awarding contracts or hiring staff.  

 
5 USAID, Agency Financial Report Fiscal Year 2020, November 2020. The 9,500 staff include all USAID hiring 
mechanisms except institutional support contractors as of September 30, 2020. 
6 USAID’s staff fall into eight broad categories of employment, referred to as hiring mechanisms. These are: (1) civil 
service; (2) Foreign Service; (3) Foreign Service National; (4) Foreign Service Limited; (5) institutional support 
contractors; (6) personal service contractors (i.e., U.S., cooperating country nationals, and third-country nationals); 
(7) Participating Agency Service Agreement officers; and (8) Fellows.  
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The processes to hire CS and FS staff are distinct and managed by different centers within 
USAID’s HCTM. The Human Capital Services Center (HCSC) oversees the CS hiring process 
while the Foreign Service Center (FSC) oversees the FS hiring process.  

Recent Key Events in USAID’s Hiring Process 
In January 2017, an executive order initiated a Federal hiring freeze, which immediately 
curtailed USAID’s ability to hire new CS and FS staff. Although the Office of Management and 
Budget (OMB) lifted the hiring freeze in April 2017, OMB directed Federal agencies to make 
long-term plans to reduce their workforces through attrition.  

In July 2017, USAID created a Hiring Reassignment and Review Board (HRRB) to centrally 
approve staffing requests on a position-by-position basis. The HRRB, which remained in place 
until February 2020, prioritized filling critical positions through internal reassignment over 
external hiring.  

Meanwhile, based on OMB direction, USAID’s external hiring requests required approval by the 
Secretary of State until March 2018, when the State Department lifted its own, separate hiring 
freeze. However, even after the State Department lifted its hiring freeze, USAID continued to 
manage its staffing using the centralized HRRB process.  

Under the HRRB process, USAID reported that both its CS and FS staffing levels decreased. In 
December 2019, Congress took notice of these staffing decreases and responded by directing 
USAID to create a hiring plan and timeline to reach funded staffing levels in its annual 
appropriations. The Further Consolidated Appropriations Act for FY 2020 designated operating 
expenses for USAID to rebuild its permanent CS and FS staffing levels to no less than 1,600 and 
1,850 staff, respectively. At that time, USAID’s operating expense-funded CS and FS staffing 
levels were 1,229 and 1,666 staff respectively, 23 percent and 10 percent lower than the 
congressionally funded levels.7  

In February 2020, in response to the congressionally funded staffing levels specified in the act, 
USAID published an executive message notifying Agency staff that it was disbanding the HRRB’s 
position-by-position review for hiring CS employees and released its ISWP to address the 
issues of recruitment, hiring, and staff retention. The ISWP established a hiring plan for the 
Agency to reach and sustain congressional targets through accelerated recruiting, hiring, and 
onboarding of CS and FS staff.  

USAID’s Human Capital Management 
USAID OIG and the Government Accountability Office (GAO) have noted human capital 
management challenges for USAID predating the January 2017 hiring freeze and subsequent 
attrition under the HRRB process.8 Since at least 2010, USAID OIG has cited human capital 

 
7 Throughout this report, hiring targets, onboard staff numbers, and hiring numbers will be reported using the 
terms CS and FS. This data refers only to operating-expense-funded permanent CS and FS staff. 
8 USAID has worked on strategic workforce planning dating back to 1992 with USAID’s workforce planning 
working group. GAO first cited this issue in its report, Foreign Assistance: AID Strategic Direction and Continued 
Management Improvements Needed (GAO/NSIAD-93-106), June 11, 1993. Since at least 2010, USAID OIG has cited 
human capital management as a top management challenge for USAID. 
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management as a challenge for the Agency. Specifically, OIG found in several instances that the 
Agency had a shortage of experienced, highly skilled personnel familiar with USAID guidelines, 
standards, and processes for both programming and support functions. GAO’s recurring 
concerns include USAID’s lack of tools to determine workforce needs and assess gaps. More 
broadly, GAO has also identified strategic human capital planning as a high-risk area across the 
Federal government (including USAID) since at least 2001.9 

The Office of Personnel Management (OPM) established additional guidance in 2017 to better 
assist agencies with developing strong human capital practices—including alignment of their 
human capital planning with agency-specific missions and strategic needs—to identify and 
address crosscutting human capital challenges. OPM’s guidance requires agencies to establish a 
human capital framework to plan for and manage current and future workforce needs and track 
progress toward skill-gap closure.10 

• OPM defines skill gaps as the variance between current and projected workforce size and 
the skills needed to meet an agency’s mission.  

• GAO elaborates that a skill gap can manifest as either a staffing gap or a competency gap. 
An agency has a staffing gap if it does not have the necessary number of staff available to 
perform specific duties, while it has a competency gap if it has an adequate number of 
employees, but those employees lack some of the skills needed to perform their function.  

To implement these requirements, USAID created a policy in October 2018 that provides 
direction to the Agency on human capital planning.11 Table 1 summarizes the key roles and 
responsibilities in the Agency’s management of human capital.  

Table 1. Key Roles in USAID’s Human Capital Framework  
Actor 
USAID Administrator 
(or Designee) 

• 
Key Roles and Responsibilities 

Ensuring that USAID includes applicable OPM-identified strategic workforce 
priorities in the Human Capital Framework and works to close Agency-specific 
and applicable government-wide skill gaps 

Chief Human Capital 
Officer 

• Using OPM-designated methods to identify and close Agency-specific and 
applicable government-wide skill gaps  

• Establishing and maintaining an evaluation system to evaluate human capital 
outcomes that is formal and documented 

Office of Human Capital 
and Talent Management  

• Providing leadership, oversight, and guidance on all Human Capital Framework 
systems 

• Issuing guidance on new and existing laws and regulations 
• Developing, implementing, and interpreting human capital policies, procedures, 

and standards 
Source: USAID, ADS 401, 2018. 

 
9 GAO has consistently listed this issue in its biannual reporting as recently as 2019 in High-Risk Series: Substantial 
Efforts Needed to Achieve Greater Progress on High-Risk Areas (GAO-19-157SP), March 6, 2019.  
10 Title 5 of the Code of Federal Regulations, Part 250 (2016). 
11 USAID, Automated Directives System (ADS), Chapter 401, “USAID’s Human Capital Framework,” October 
2018. 
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USAID Did Not Reach Congressionally Funded Staffing 
Levels Despite Developing Hiring Plans, and the 
Agency Faced Challenges Communicating Adjustments 
to its Hiring Processes 
USAID’s ISWP set original staffing targets for FY 2020 and established a timeline to reach 
congressionally funded staffing levels in FY 2021. However, HCTM reported to Congress an 
inability to meet its ISWP targets for the fiscal year due to reduced HCTM staffing levels, short 
hiring timelines, and COVID-19 pandemic restrictions. Despite lowering its staffing targets and 
adjusting its processes to reach these targets, USAID hired just over half of the planned CS and 
FS staff in FY 2020. The Agency faced challenges disseminating guidance to help staff navigate 
changes, communicating the interview process for prospective employees, and addressing the 
limitations of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

USAID Hired Just Over Half of the Planned Civil Service and 
Foreign Service Staff in Fiscal Year 2020 
USAID’s ISWP established a hiring plan for USAID to reach congressionally funded staffing 
levels. USAID planned to hire 397 CS and 174 FS staff in FY 2020 to reach headcounts of 1,500 
CS and 1,800 FS staff and planned to meet congressionally funded staffing levels of 1,600 CS and 
1,850 FS staff by the end of FY 2021.12 However, USAID did not meet its planned hiring target 
or headcount for FY 2020. Table 2 shows USAID’s beginning and ending staff headcounts for FY 
2020, as well as ISWP target headcounts for FY 2020 and FY 2021. 

Table 2. USAID’s Progress Toward Target Headcounts 
 FY 2020 Beginning 

Headcount 
FY 2020 Final 
Headcounta 

FY 2020 Target 
Headcount 

FY 2021 Target 
Headcount 

Civil Service 1,232 1,336 1,500 1,600 
Foreign 
Service 

1,691 1,701 1,800 1,850 

a September 30, 2020, data reported by HCTM using data pulled from the National Finance Center. 
Source: OIG-generated based on USAID’s ISWP.  

Although the ISWP hiring plan initially targeted hiring 397 CS staff and 174 FS staff in FY 2020 
to reach the congressionally funded staffing levels, senior HCTM officials referred to these 
targets as a stretch even prior to the shift to telework in March 2020 in response to COVID-
19. Despite this reservation, HCTM reported to Congress later that month that the Agency 
would reach 1,500 CS staff in FY 2020, even with the challenges created by COVID-19. 
However, in the same report, HCTM adjusted its hiring plan for FS staff, noting that due to 
challenges created by COVID-19, the Agency only anticipated hiring 80-85 FS staff. In August 
2020, HCTM stopped reporting to Congress that it anticipated meeting its FY 2020 ISWP 

 
12 In this report, we use headcount in reference to the number of staff on board and staffing levels in reference to 
the number of staff funded by legislation. 
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target, and in early September 2020, the chief human capital officer predicted ending the fiscal 
year with between 1,410 and 1,450 CS staff and approximately 1,710 FS staff on board.13  

By the end of FY 2020, HCTM had hired 310 CS and FS staff combined, reaching only 54 
percent of its total CS and FS hiring targets. Figure 1 shows the progress that HCTM made on 
hiring for both CS and FS staff. 

Figure 1.  HCTM Progress on Hiring Targets 

 
Note: The totals included in this figure do not reflect employee attrition. 
Source: OIG-generated based on HCTM-reported data. 

By late May 2021, HCTM had not yet met its FY 2020 target headcounts for CS and FS staff. In 
a staffing report from May 22, 2021—the latest data that HCTM made available to OIG during 
the audit—USAID had only 1,480 CS staff and 1,699 FS staff on board. Figures 2 and 3 show the 
change in USAID’s CS and FS headcounts from December 2019 to May 2021.  

 
13 The methodology used to count staffing levels in FY 2020 led to overcounting some CS staff, according to the 
HCTM office responsible for workforce data. HCTM used this methodology throughout FY 2020 and corrected it 
in FY 2021 to achieve a more accurate count of the CS staff. Following the adjustment to the methodology to 
count CS staff, USAID fell short of both the ISWP target and its September 2020 estimate. 
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Figure 2.  Civil Service Headcount  

 
Source: OIG-generated based on HCTM-reported data.  

Figure 3. Foreign Service Headcount  

 
Source: OIG-generated based on HCTM-reported data.   

HCTM’s Reduced Staffing Levels, Short Hiring Timelines, and 
COVID-19 Pandemic Restrictions Limited the Agency’s 
Capacity to Meet Fiscal Year 2020 Targets 
HCTM’s capacity to support hiring was limited by understaffing within the office. A senior 
official referred to HCTM’s internal staffing as a “triage situation” in 2018, and in September 
2019, HCTM still had a significant staffing shortage with approximately one-third of positions 
unfilled. Even prior to the start of pandemic-ordered telework, HCTM officials knew they 
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would not be able to reach congressionally funded staffing levels in FY 2020. Senior HCTM 
officials stated that human capital had been an area with significant historical underinvestment in 
terms of staffing, tools, and processes, and previously lacked the capacity to hire and retain 
talent. As such, the ISWP recognized the need to rebuild HCTM’s capacity to support hiring.  

In 2016, prior to the Federal hiring freeze, HCTM was allocated 143 CS and FS positions for 
the office through USAID’s internal workforce planning and budgeting exercises. However, it 
was unable to hire up to or maintain this number of employees. In September 2019, HCTM 
only had 94 CS and FS staff on board. By February 2021, HCTM still had not reached its 
allocated CS and FS staffing level, with 113 CS and FS staff on board. Figure 4 illustrates 
HCTM’s CS and FS (direct-hire) staffing allocation and headcounts throughout its hiring effort.  

Figure 4. HCTM’s Direct-Hire Staffing Levels and Headcounts 

 
Source: OIG analysis of HCTM staffing data. 

One senior HCTM leader noted that previous understaffing within the office had limited 
HCTM’s ability to take on strategic advisory roles, with staff focused on day-to-day 
transactional work. In addition to increasing its CS and FS staffing, this HCTM senior leader 
stated that HCTM anticipated increasing institutional support contractors in the office from 
approximately 80 to 125 over the course of FY 2020. An HCSC senior leader explained that 
hiring additional staff through contract mechanisms allowed direct-hire staff to focus on longer-
term needs and take on human resource advisory roles. However, these staff were not brought 
on board until after the end of FY 2020. By February 2021, HCTM had increased its headcount 
of institutional support contractors on staff to 121. 

HCTM’s limited staffing was further stretched by a short timeline to reach new congressionally 
funded levels. Prior to the passage of the Further Consolidated Appropriations Act for FY 
2020, USAID had used HRRB to manage hiring, which had been developed under OMB 
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guidance to achieve both near- and long-term workforce reductions. The act came into effect in 
late December 2019, more than 2 months into FY 2020, leaving 9 months for USAID to meet 
the new FY 2020 targets.  

After Congress established the funded staffing levels in December 2019, it took USAID 
2 months to develop and approve its hiring plan. The Agency analyzed pre-hiring-freeze staffing 
levels and attrition to determine the number of positions available to each bureau and 
independent office. On February 1, 2020, USAID ended its requirement for operating units to 
get HRRB approval for each CS hiring action. However, the Agency did not establish funded 
staffing levels for each unit to hire against until the February 20, 2020, publication of the 
ISWP—more than halfway into the second quarter of FY 2020.  

This shortened timeline was further complicated by the impacts of COVID-19. Shortly after the 
publication of the ISWP, on March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization declared COVID-
19 a pandemic. On March 20, USAID mandated telework for domestic employees. According 
to HCTM officials, many hiring processes needed to be changed to accommodate a telework-
only environment. This shift put additional pressure on HCTM’s limited hiring and onboarding 
of staff. Figure 5 illustrates key human capital dates for FY 2020, including USAID’s declaration 
of mandatory telework for domestic employees.  

Figure 5. FY 2020 Hiring Timeline  

 
Source: OIG analysis. 

Because USAID did not reach its FY 2020 hiring targets, it would need to make up this deficit in 
FY 2021, putting additional pressure on hiring timelines. Without adequate staff, HCTM risks 
not being able to meet USAID’s current and future program demands and goals.  




