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(1) 

SEVENTEEN YEARS LATER: WHY IS MORALE 
AT DHS STILL LOW? 

Tuesday, January 14, 2020 

U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES, 
COMMITTEE ON HOMELAND SECURITY, 

SUBCOMMITTEE ON OVERSIGHT, MANAGEMENT, 
AND ACCOUNTABILITY, 

Washington, DC. 
The subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 2:04 p.m., in room 

310, Cannon House Office Building, Hon. Xochitl Torres Small 
[Chairwoman of the subcommittee] presiding. 

Present: Representatives Torres Small, Barragán, Crenshaw, 
Higgins, and Taylor. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. The Subcommittee on Oversight, Manage-
ment, and Accountability will come to order. 

Good afternoon. We are here today to discuss employee morale 
at the Department of Homeland Security. 

Concerns about morale transcend party. Nearly 8 years ago, my 
Republican colleagues on this committee held a hearing on this 
very same subject. 

Today, the timing of this hearing coincides with the recently re-
leased ‘‘Best Places to Work in the Federal Government’’ rankings 
released by the Partnership for Public Service. Unfortunately, the 
results indicate a strong need for improvement. This year, as has 
been the case since 2012, DHS ranked last out of all large Federal 
agencies. DHS also ranked last out of the 7 National security agen-
cies. 

I am particularly concerned by the fact that after a few years of 
minor improvements in overall morale, in 2019 employee morale at 
DHS decreased again. 

Given the critical mission of the Department, I fear the con-
sequences should the Department not take urgent and drastic ac-
tion to improve employee morale. We will have a greater challenge 
to face. 

I also worry about how this environment affects the well-being 
of the more than 200,000 hardworking DHS employees, from Bor-
der Patrol agents and CBP officers working throughout my district 
to the thousands more keeping America safe. These employees de-
serve better. 

It is true that lifting morale at DHS is challenging when the De-
partment remains a target of public criticism and intense scrutiny. 
Morale may be low, in part, because DHS employees are engaged 
in tough jobs on the front line. 
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Yet, this is clearly not the whole picture. Such explanations fail 
to account for the fact that morale at DHS has been low since the 
Department’s inception. 

Moreover, headquarter offices and support components, like the 
Office of Intelligence and Analysis, the Management Directorate, 
and the Office of Countering Weapons of Mass Destruction, receive 
poor ratings from their employees as well. 

For example, DHS’s Office of Intelligence and Analysis, I&A, sits 
toward the bottom of the rankings, while other offices in the intel-
ligence community have some of the highest morale Government- 
wide. 

In 2018, I&A was the second-worst-ranked Government office out 
of 415. Even with a modest improvement in employee morale, the 
office still sits ranked at 406 out of 420 ranked offices. 

Even more concerning is the fact that the Office of Countering 
Weapons of Mass Destruction, the office tasked with preventing at-
tacks against United States soil, debuted on the list as the lowest- 
ranked office Government-wide. 

As the Partnership’s data show and as Mr. Stier’s testimony will 
further illustrate, this ultimately is a failure of leadership. Accord-
ing to the Partnership, while many factors influence an agency’s 
overall ranking, effective leadership is the key driver for Federal 
employee morale. 

Despite these concerns, there were some bright spots throughout 
the Department that I hope we can learn from and apply DHS- 
wide. 

For example, the Coast Guard and the U.S. Citizenship and Im-
migration Services have both consistently received high scores from 
employees and are currently ranked in the top 25 percent of all 
Federal offices. 

I was also encouraged to see that the Cybersecurity and Infra-
structure Security Agency, CISA, has seen steady and consistent 
improvement in employee morale since 2013. 

Finally, the Secret Service, which has historically struggled with 
low employee morale, has shown signs that a multi-year effort to 
solicit and respond to feedback from employees and their families 
is beginning to pay off. I understand that the Department has re-
cently launched a similar effort in the form of an Employee and 
Family Readiness Council, to identify and begin to address some of 
the primary concerns facing employees. 

Ms. Bailey, I hope to hear more from you this afternoon about 
these efforts as well as how Congress might be able to act to give 
the Department additional tools to improve morale. I also look for-
ward to hearing from Mr. Stier about what models throughout Gov-
ernment the Department should be looking to as it pursues these 
efforts. 

Finally, I look forward to getting an outside and objective per-
spective from Mr. Currie about what DHS is doing well, where it 
needs to continue to improve, and what risks it exposes itself to 
under current circumstances. 

Before I conclude, I would like to take a moment to highlight 
some of the work this committee has done to improve morale at the 
Department. 
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In 2019, I co-sponsored legislation introduced by Chairman 
Thompson, the DHS Morale, Recognition, Learning, and Engage-
ment Act—very cleverly creating the MORALE Act—to require ac-
tion on DHS’s part to respond to its employees’ concerns. This bill 
passed out of committee and the House on a bipartisan basis, so 
I am grateful to my Republican colleagues for their support of this 
legislation. 

Thank you to the witnesses for joining the subcommittee this 
afternoon. Good morale contributes to good job performance, some-
thing we all rely on when it comes to Homeland Security. I hope 
we have a productive discussion. 

[The statement of Ms. Torres Small follows:] 

STATEMENT OF CHAIRWOMAN XOCHITL TORRES SMALL 

JANUARY 14, 2020 

Concerns about morale at DHS transcend party. Nearly 8 years ago, my Repub-
lican colleagues on this committee held a hearing on this very subject. Today, the 
timing of this hearing coincides with the recently-released ‘‘Best Places to Work in 
the Federal Government’’ rankings released by the Partnership for Public Service. 
Unfortunately, the results indicate a strong need for improvement. This year, as has 
been the case since 2012, DHS ranked last out of the all large Federal agencies. 
DHS also ranked last out of the 7 National security agencies. I am particularly con-
cerned by the fact that, after a few years of minor improvements in overall morale, 
in 2019, employee morale at DHS decreased again. 

Given the critical mission of the Department, I fear the consequences should the 
Department not take urgent and drastic action to improve employee morale. I also 
worry about how this environment affects the well-being of the more than 200,000 
hard-working DHS employees—from the Border Patrol Agents and CBP Officers 
working throughout my district to the thousands more keeping America safe. These 
employees deserve better. It’s true that lifting morale at DHS is challenging when 
the Department remains a target of public criticism and intense scrutiny. And, mo-
rale may be low in part because DHS employees are engaged in tough jobs on the 
front line. Yet, this is clearly not the whole picture. Such explanations fail to ac-
count for the fact morale at DHS has been low since the Department’s inception. 
Moreover, Headquarter offices like the Office of Intelligence & Analysis, the Man-
agement Directorate, and the Office of Countering Weapons of Mass Destruction re-
ceive poor ratings from their employees. For example, DHS’s Office of Intelligence 
& Analysis (I&A) sits toward the bottom of the rankings while other offices in the 
intelligence community have some of the highest morale Government-wide. 

In 2018, I&A was the second-worst ranked Government office out of 415. Even 
with a modest improvement in employee morale, the office still sits ranked 406th 
out of 420 ranked offices. Even more concerning is the fact that the Office of Coun-
tering Weapons of Mass Destruction, the office tasked with preventing attacks 
against U.S. soil, debuted on the list as the lowest-ranked office Government-wide. 
As the Partnership’s data show and as Mr. Stier’s testimony will further illustrate, 
this is ultimately a failure in leadership. According to the Partnership, while many 
factors influence an agency’s overall ranking, effective leadership is the key driver 
for Federal employee morale. 

Despite these concerns, there were some bright spots throughout the Department 
that I hope we can learn from and apply DHS-wide. For example, the Coast Guard 
and U.S. Citizenship and Immmigration Services have both consistently received 
high scores from employees and are currently ranked in the top 25 percent of all 
Federal offices. I was also encouraged to see that the Cybersecurity and Infrastruc-
ture Security Agency (CISA) has seen steady and consistent improvement in em-
ployee morale since 2013. 

Finally, the Secret Service, which has historically struggled with low employee 
morale, has shown signs that a multi-year effort to solicit and respond to feedback 
from employees and their families is beginning to pay off. I understand that the De-
partment has recently launched a similar effort in the form of an Employee and 
Family Readiness Council to identify and begin to address some of the primary con-
cerns facing employees. Ms. Bailey, I hope to hear more from you this afternoon 
about these efforts as well as how Congress might be able to act to give the Depart-
ment additional tools to improve morale. I also look forward to hearing from Mr. 
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Stier about what models throughout Government the Department should be looking 
to as it pursues these efforts. Finally, I look forward to getting an outside and objec-
tive perspective from Mr. Currie about what DHS is doing well, where it needs to 
continue to improve, and what risks it exposes itself to under current circumstances. 
Before I conclude, I would like to take a moment to highlight some of the work this 
committee has done to improve morale at the Department. In 2019, I cosponsored 
legislation introduced by Chairman Thompson—the DHS Morale, Recognition, 
Learning, and Engagement Act (DHS MORALE Act)—to require action on DHS’s 
part to respond to its employees concerns. This bill passed out of committee and the 
House on a bipartisan basis so I acknowledge my Republican colleagues for their 
support of this legislation. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. The Chair now recognizes the Ranking Mem-
ber of the subcommittee, the gentleman from Texas, Mr. Crenshaw, 
for an opening statement. 

Mr. CRENSHAW. Thank you, Chairwoman Torres Small, and I am 
very pleased that you called this hearing today. The morale of the 
Department of Homeland Security and its employees is of the ut-
most importance. 

Thank you all for being here and taking time out of your day. 
DHS has been besieged with issues of low morale, high-level va-

cancies, and mismanagement since its inception. Some of the strug-
gle is understandable from an agency that was created by com-
bining so many unique entities with their own mission sets. How-
ever, almost 17 years after its creation we need to see some real 
progress in this area. The work the Department does makes this 
too important to ignore. 

DHS employs over 200,000 individuals dedicated to protecting 
the homeland and the American people. It is imperative to our se-
curity that those individuals are satisfied in their job, feel sup-
ported by Department leadership, and have support from the peo-
ple of this country in their mission to secure the homeland. 

The most recent survey of DHS employees shows that 56 percent 
of employees are satisfied in their jobs. While this is an improve-
ment over recent years, DHS is still ranked last among large agen-
cies. The survey shows that while 87 percent of the employees feel 
that they do important work, 63 percent felt that there was no con-
sequence for employees who underperform, and only 36 percent felt 
motivated by their leadership. 

Unfortunately, these employee viewpoints are not new. Similar 
numbers were reported at a hearing this committee held on morale 
during the Obama administration. 

The responses to these questions show fundamental issues with 
the leadership of DHS and its components. While the employees 
value their work, they do not feel valued in their workplace. This 
is a problem that starts at the top. DHS leadership must hire and 
promote leaders who can motivate their staff, and they must find 
ways to reward good performance and address underperformance. 

I was pleased to find out that DHS has established an Employee 
and Family Readiness Council to address challenges DHS employ-
ees face. This is a step in the right direction. However, I believe 
more needs to be done to determine the root causes of the employee 
dissatisfaction. 

While I believe some of the dissatisfaction has its roots in the or-
ganization of the Department, I also believe and need to point out 
that the physical attacks on the Offices of Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement and the verbal attacks on ICE and Customs and 

VerDate Mar 15 2010 10:28 Aug 10, 2020 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00008 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6602 H:\116TH\20OM0114\20OM0114 HEATH



5 

Border Protection as well as the Department as a whole by Mem-
bers of Congress and the media absolutely undermine employee 
morale. 

Every day DHS employees strive to carry out critical missions to 
protect the people of this country, from CBP agents on the border, 
ICE, HSI conducting counter proliferation operations and counter 
human trafficking operations, and CISA ensuring physical and cy-
bersecurity that keep us safe. They should not be blamed for the 
failings of an immigration system that we as a Congress have not 
acted to fix. 

Good morale at an agency can help drive progress and ensure 
mission success. Bad morale can lead to a disconnected work force 
and a lack of commitment to an agency’s mission. With an agency 
like DHS, the stakes are too high to allow this to happen. 

DHS needs to develop a clear vision for addressing the root 
causes as well as metrics to measure its success. It also needs to 
develop ways to motivate, instill, and reward performance. 

I look forward to hearing from our witnesses today on the causes 
of the low morale at DHS as well as the steps DHS should take 
to address it. 

I yield back. 
[The statement of Ranking Member Crenshaw follows:] 

STATEMENT OF RANKING MEMBER DAN CRENSHAW 

JAN. 14, 2020 

I am pleased that you called this hearing today. The morale of the Department 
of Homeland Security employees is of the utmost importance. 

DHS has been besieged with issues of low morale, high-level vacancies, and mis-
management since its inception. 

Some of this struggle is understandable from an agency that was created by com-
bining so many unique entities with their own mission sets. However, almost 17 
years after its creation, we need to see some real progress in this area. The work 
the Department does makes this too important to ignore. 

DHS employs over 200,000 individuals dedicated to protecting the homeland and 
the American people. It is imperative to our security that those individuals are sat-
isfied in their jobs, feel supported by Department leadership, and have support from 
the people of this country in their mission to secure the homeland. 

The most recent survey of DHS employees shows that 56 percent of employees are 
satisfied in their jobs. While this is an improvement over recent years, DHS is still 
ranked last among large agencies. The survey shows that while 87 percent of the 
employees feel that they do important work, 63 percent felt that there was no con-
sequence for employees that underperform and only 36 percent felt motivated by 
their leadership. Unfortunately, these employee viewpoints are not new; similar 
numbers were reported at a hearing this committee held on morale during the 
Obama administration. 

The responses to these questions show fundamental issues with the leadership of 
DHS and its components. While the employees value their work, they do not feel 
valued in their workplace. This is a problem that starts at the top. DHS leadership 
must hire and promote leaders who can motivate their staff and they must find 
ways to reward good performance and address underperformance. 

I was pleased to find out that DHS has established an Employee and Family 
Readiness Council to address challenges DHS employees face. This is a step in the 
right direction. However, I believe more needs to be done to determine the root 
causes of the employee dissatisfaction. 

While I believe that some of the dissatisfaction has its roots in the organization 
of the Department, I also believe that the physical attacks on the offices of Immigra-
tion and Customs Enforcement and the verbal attacks on ICE and Customs and 
Border Protection, as well as the Department as a whole by Members of Congress 
and the media undermine employee morale. 

Every day, DHS employees strive to carry out critical missions to protect the peo-
ple of this country. From CBP agents on the border, ICE HSI conducting counter 
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proliferation operations, and CISA ensuring physical and cybersecurity—they keep 
us safe. They should not be blamed for the failings of an immigration system that 
we as a Congress have not acted to fix. 

Good morale at an agency can help drive progress and ensure mission success; 
bad morale can lead to a discontented workforce and a lack of commitment to an 
agency’s mission. 

With an agency like DHS, the stakes are too high to allow this to happen. 
DHS needs to develop a clear vision for addressing the root causes, as well as 

metrics to measure its success. It also needs to develop ways to motivate staff and 
reward performance. I look forward to hearing from our witnesses today on the 
causes of the low morale at DHS, as well as the steps DHS should take to address 
it. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you. 
Other Members of the committee are reminded that, under the 

committee rules, opening statements may be submitted for the 
record. 

[The statement of Chairman Thompson follows:] 

STATEMENT OF CHAIRMAN BENNIE G. THOMPSON 

JANUARY 14, 2020 

At a similar hearing before this committee nearly 8 years ago, I lamented that 
11 years into the Department’s existence, it remained at or near the bottom in Fed-
eral Government morale rankings. I am disappointed to say that little has changed 
in the ensuing years. The Department continues to be plagued with low morale and 
employee dissatisfaction and remains ranked at the bottom of Federal human cap-
ital surveys. In rankings recently released by the Partnership for Public Service, the 
Department is the worst-rated of 17 large Federal agencies. The Department also 
ranks last among large agencies in the following categories: Training, teamwork, 
work-life balance, and support for diversity, among others. Given its mission, this 
crisis is not just about human capital management. It is about the security of our 
country. More than 200,000 employees who serve every day at the Department are 
dedicated in their effort to keep our country safe. They are committed to their mis-
sion, and according to Office of Personnel Management survey data 87 percent be-
lieve the work they do is important. This is, ultimately, a failure in leadership. 

According to the Partnership for Public Service’s analysis, effective leadership is 
the key driver in overall employee morale. Unfortunately, in 2019, the Department 
ranked as the worst large Federal agency in the ‘‘effective leadership’’ category. And 
Office of Personnel Management survey data shows that less than half of DHS em-
ployees have a high level of respect for the Department’s senior leaders. This crisis 
requires urgent action. In his exit memorandum, former Secretary of Homeland Se-
curity Jeh Johnson cited the need ‘‘for an aggressive campaign to improve morale 
and satisfaction at the Department.’’ Yet I am concerned that low morale is not 
being treated with the necessary urgency. For example, right now, 13 senior leader-
ship roles throughout the Department are filled by acting officials who have little 
empowerment to implement the kind of organizational change needed to improve 
employee morale. 

And after 3 years of slight improvement in morale, the Partnership’s data show 
that employee morale decreased again in 2019. As such, one of the first pieces of 
legislation I introduced this Congress was the ‘‘Department of Homeland Security 
Morale, Recognition, Learning, and Engagement Act’’ (DHS Morale Act). The bill 
would create and catalogue leadership development opportunities and would create 
an Employee Engagement Steering Committee to identify and address issues affect-
ing morale. It also would also authorize the Secretary to establish an award pro-
gram to recognize employees for significant contributions to the Department’s goals 
and mission. The DHS MORALE Act has been endorsed by the National Border Pa-
trol Council, the National Treasury Employees Union, and the American Federation 
of Government Employees—unions representing a large swath of the Department’s 
employees. 

I was encouraged to learn that the Department recently launched an Employee 
and Family Readiness Council, made up of representatives from all the components, 
to identify and begin to address some of the primary concerns raised by employees. 
I hope to hear more from Chief Human Capital Officer Bailey about these efforts 
and see evidence that DHS is treating this morale problem with the urgency it de-
serves. 
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Ms. TORRES SMALL. I now welcome our panel of witnesses and 
thank them for joining us today. 

Our first witness is Ms. Angela Bailey, chief human capital offi-
cer of the Department of Homeland Security. In that role, she is 
responsible for the Department’s Human Capital Program, includ-
ing human resource policy, recruitment and hiring, and employee 
development. She has dedicated more than 38 years to a career in 
public service, with 32 of those years in human resources. Ms. Bai-
ley was appointed to her current position in January 2016. 

Our second witness, Mr. Chris Currie, is a director on the Home-
land Security and Justice Team at the Government Accountability 
Office. He leads the agency’s work on National preparedness, emer-
gency management, and critical infrastructure protection issues. 
Mr. Currie has been with GAO since 2002 and has been the recipi-
ent of numerous agency awards, including the Meritorious Service 
Award in 2008. 

Our final witness is Mr. Max Stier, founding president and CEO 
of the Partnership for Public Service. At the Partnership, he has 
overseen a center focusing on the Presidential transition, an 
awards program that recognizes exceptional civil servants, annual 
rankings that examine employee engagement, and numerous lead-
ership development programs. Before joining the Partnership, he 
had a career spanning all 3 branches of Government. 

Without objection, the witnesses’ full statements will be inserted 
in the record. I now ask each witness to summarize his or her 
statements for 5 minutes, beginning with Ms. Angela Bailey. 

STATEMENT OF ANGELA BAILEY, CHIEF HUMAN CAPITAL 
OFFICER, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY 

Ms. BAILEY. Good afternoon, Chairwoman Torres Small, Ranking 
Member Crenshaw, and distinguished Members of the sub-
committee. Thank you for the opportunity to appear before you 
today to discuss the Department of Homeland Security’s sustained 
efforts to enhance employee morale and engagement. 

DHS employees are on the Nation’s front lines, performing ex-
tremely difficult work under challenging conditions. Think of our 
Transportation Security Officers screening frantic passengers who 
are trying to make flights home, knowing that 1 second of inatten-
tion could jeopardize their lives, or FEMA employees leaving their 
families to deploy to a disaster site under austere conditions, or 
Border Patrol agents trying to humanely manage an overwhelming 
volume of migrants. 

In addition, think of the ICE Homeland Security Investigations 
team whose work led to capturing and convicting El Chapo, the no-
torious international drug cartel leader, or one of our Coast Guard 
employees whose work during Hurricane Florence contributed to 
saving 75 lives. 

It is all difficult, critically necessary, and often thankless work, 
and it can put our dedicated employees under harsh public scrutiny 
for simply doing their jobs. 

At the same time they are performing these incredibly important 
duties, our employees worry about life challenges as well, like pay-
ing student loan debt, picking up their kids on time, taking care 
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of sick or elderly family members, or missing yet another family ob-
ligation, such as a vacation, birthday, or anniversary due to work. 

This is why we see DHS’s employee engagement as a team effort. 
Our Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey scores reflect the hard 
work that all levels of our Department have undertaken to meet 
the needs of our talented and dedicated work force. 

Our leaders are actively engaged. Our union representatives take 
personal time to take a fallen agent’s little boy to a baseball prac-
tice, and our employees volunteer to assist their colleagues through 
extra assignments and peer support. 

Perhaps this is why the DHS Employee Engagement Index, or 
EEI, improved again, by 2 percentage points in 2019 and by 9 per-
centage points since 2015. During this same period, the Govern-
ment-wide score increased only 4 percentage points. 

In 2019, the Department’s positive responses increased on 55 of 
the 71 core FEVS questions. In fact, OPM shows us as 1 of the 3 
most improved very large agencies, and GAO rated our efforts as 
mostly addressed as a result of our continued improvement. 

Improving employee morale and engagement is a sustained effort 
by everyone in DHS. The cornerstone of this positive change is the 
collective support of our various Department and component-level 
councils, including the DHS Employee Engagement Steering Com-
mittee. 

As a result, we have seen some notable component-level suc-
cesses. For example, the Secret Service has achieved substantial 
sustained improvement since 2016. This progress is the result of 
paying attention to FEVS data and reaching out directly to employ-
ees to solicit feedback on root causes of dissatisfaction. It is a text-
book example, and it has paid off. 

Another example is at TSA, where employee satisfaction data 
helps identify root causes and solutions for local implementation. 
In 2018, sites receiving this support experienced an 8 percent in-
crease in the EEI, and in 2019 sites improved 5 percent. In fact, 
since 2015, all of our major components increased and in 1 case by 
15 percentage points. 

We have also instituted new initiatives, like Leadership Year and 
Employee and Family Readiness, or EFR. EFR is designed to build 
a more robust infrastructure of support for employees and their 
families. In 2019, our EFR Council, made up of representatives 
from all of the components, began work on the top 5 issues our em-
ployees experience on a daily basis: General stress, personal rela-
tionship issues, mental health, dependent care, and financial con-
cerns. Work continues on these in 2020, plus we have added 2 new 
focus areas: Social connectedness and wellness. 

My office, in collaboration with partners across the Department, 
will continue to enhance our efforts, listen to and act on employee 
feedback, and support the Department’s leadership commitment to 
our work force. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify today. The Depart-
ment would not be successful without your support and the support 
of our brave men and women, who sacrifice each day to make our 
country safe. 

I look forward to your questions. 
[The prepared statement of Ms. Bailey follows:] 
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PREPARED STATEMENT OF ANGELA BAILEY 

JANUARY 14, 2020 

INTRODUCTION 

Chairwoman Torres Small, Ranking Member Crenshaw, and distinguished Mem-
bers of the subcommittee, thank you for the opportunity to appear before you today 
to discuss efforts to enhance employee morale and engagement at the U.S. Depart-
ment of Homeland Security (DHS or the Department). 

I am Angela Bailey, the Department’s Chief Human Capital Officer. I joined DHS 
in January 2016 as a career Federal executive and have more than 38 years of serv-
ice, 32 of those in human resources. 

DHS was established in 2002, combining 22 different Federal departments and 
agencies into a unified, integrated Cabinet agency. While each of our components 
has its own distinct homeland security mission and history, we are unified and 
steadfast in our goal—to safeguard the American people, our homeland, and our val-
ues. 

Many of our employees are on the front lines, executing our mission every day, 
performing extremely difficult work under some of the most challenging cir-
cumstances and conditions. They interact with the American public and people from 
around the world to prevent terrorism; enhance security; secure and manage our 
borders; administer and enforce our immigration laws; safeguard travel; monitor 
and secure cyber space; respond to and provide relief from disasters; protect our Na-
tional leaders; and prevent drug and human trafficking. 

At the same time our employees are performing these incredibly important duties, 
the approximately 240,000 men and women in the Department are also mothers and 
fathers, husbands and wives, neighbors, and engaged members of their community. 
They worry about the same things other Americans worry about, including: Student 
loan debt, making it on time to pick up their children from daycare or school, taking 
care of an elderly family member, or missing yet another family vacation due to 
work obligations. Adding to these concerns is the possibility of future Government 
shutdowns, meaning our employees may work without pay, for some period of time, 
due to lapsed appropriations. 

In fact, during the partial Government shutdown last year, 86 percent of the DHS 
workforce continued to work without pay—most of those employees were our front- 
line law enforcement officers and agents who face danger each and every day. How-
ever, our 2019 Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) results show that de-
spite unmanageable workloads, delayed work, missed deadlines, and time lost re-
starting work for many of our employees, only 3 percent of respondents said they 
are looking for another job specifically because of the shutdown. 

Another indicator of how dedicated our employees are to the DHS mission is that 
almost 1,000 employees across the Department joined the DHS Volunteer Force, to 
alleviate stress the crisis on the Southern Border has on U.S. Customs and Border 
Protection and U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement front-line personnel. 
While these employees were volunteering, others in their home offices sought to en-
sure their responsibilities were covered. These actions represent an incredible effort 
that speaks volumes about a workforce who values and supports each other day-to- 
day and steps up even more in crisis situations. 

EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT 

The Department’s FEVS scores over the last several years reflect the hard work 
leadership at all levels has undertaken. DHS is listening to employee feedback and 
taking action. In an organization as enormous and diverse as DHS, change comes 
slowly and incrementally—yet change is happening. 

The Partnership for Public Service and their Best Places scoring currently shows 
DHS decreased less than 1 point, yet this information is based on only 3 core FEVS 
questions out of 71. DHS tracks the Employee Engagement Index (EEI) score as cal-
culated by the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) from FEVS data. The EEI 
is comprised of 15 key questions that together are a good indicator of employee en-
gagement. The DHS EEI improved by 2 percentage points in 2019. In fact, DHS is 
1 of 3 very large agencies identified by OPM as having top EEI increases (the other 
2 were the Air Force and the Army). In addition, the Department’s positive re-
sponses increased on 55 of the core FEVS questions, decreased on only 4, and those 
decreases were by just 1 percentage point. 

The cornerstone of this positive change is the DHS Employee Engagement Steer-
ing Committee (EESC), chaired by the Under Secretary for Management and staffed 
by component executives. This body serves as a forum for sharing ideas and best 
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practices and helps ensure component accountability. The EESC also represents a 
mixture of internal and external information exchange. 

Internally, components share ideas and knowledge for employee engagement with 
each other. Externally, for example, DHS is holding executive sessions with corpora-
tions to hear about their leadership practices. In a recent session, we gained tre-
mendous insight into the benefits of an intentional approach to building a sup-
portive culture. Our next panel session will focus on another corporation’s culture 
change journey. Although the private sector is very different in many ways from the 
Federal Government, what is striking about the session so far, and I expect the 
same in future sessions, is how very similar we are in working to create an engaged 
culture, and how much we can learn from our shared challenges and successes. 

Members of the EESC are also responsible for component-level employee engage-
ment action plans, which are updated each year based on FEVS results and are ap-
proved by component leadership. Through this mechanism, DHS has empowered 
components to tailor their plans according to their mission and workforce needs. In 
addition, the EESC has created a loop of accountability that keeps leadership fo-
cused on formulating and executing plans. 

DHS data from the FEVS shows that over the last 4 years, when DHS employees 
were asked the important question, ‘‘I believe the results of this survey will be used 
to make my agency a better place to work,’’ we have made consistent progress in-
forming employees that their input is heard. In fact, this year 40 percent of our em-
ployees responded positively to this question, which is only 1 percentage point below 
the Government average—and 8 percentage points above our score in 2015. 

The General Accountability Office (GAO) has recognized our strong work and suc-
cess addressing engagement and accountability. Of the 2 employee engagement 
items on the Department’s High-Risk List, GAO rewarded our progress on Compo-
nent Action Plans with a ‘‘fully addressed’’ status in 2018, and our progress on im-
proving FEVS scores with a ‘‘mostly addressed’’ status just last month. 

Below are some notable examples of DHS component accomplishments toward em-
ployee engagement: 

• With the release of the most recent Best Places to Work in the Federal Govern-
ment rankings, the Partnership for Public Service specifically mentioned the 
U.S. Secret Service as having substantial, sustained improvement from 2016 
forward. This progress is the result of paying attention to FEVS results, reach-
ing out directly to employees to solicit further feedback on root causes of dis-
satisfaction, and finding 3 main focus areas to take action: Staffing, work-life 
balance, and leader development. This is a textbook example of executing on the 
Department’s expectations for action planning, and it has paid off. 

• Another example is an initiative of the Transportation Security Administration 
(TSA), which offers ‘‘Local Action Planning’’ at sites with lower levels of em-
ployee satisfaction to identify root causes of challenges and solutions for local 
implementation. TSA sends expert teams on-site to conduct focus groups, make 
recommendations, and guide local leaders through the planning process. TSA 
has experienced positive trends in FEVS ratings in these targeted locations. The 
Department’s Office of the Chief Human Capital Officer (OCHCO) is collabo-
rating with TSA and OPM to pilot another tool, the DHS Leadership Survey, 
that allows employees to provide upward feedback on their first-, second-, and 
third-line supervisors. DHS experienced tremendous success with this tool at 
Los Angeles International Airport and with the Federal Air Marshals Service 
and is moving forward with 2 new airport sites in 2020. 

We know that meaningful engagement takes continuous attention and it starts 
with leaders. Within my office, the DHS OCHCO, we take FEVS results very seri-
ously, at even the most local levels, including making personnel changes to improve 
the organization. 

In November 2019, OCHCO brought together the executive cadre of DHS to hear 
from the Acting Secretary and from our Presidential Rank Awardees in what has 
become an annual gathering focused on excellence in leadership. One of the featured 
presentations was from the leadership team from Los Angeles International Airport 
that discussed their experience with the DHS Leadership Survey. 

DHS has also strengthened its agency-wide leadership development programs by 
providing more opportunities for lower-grade employees to begin their leadership 
journeys, additional rotational experiences, and further career path guidance. Sev-
eral examples of these efforts are highlighted below: 

• In fiscal year 2019, DHS implemented a brand-new part of its leader develop-
ment strategy called the ‘‘Leadership Bridges Program.’’ Instead of waiting to 
develop leadership skills at each level, this new element of the strategy estab-
lishes a variety of products and tools for employees seeking to increase their ca-
pabilities and aspire to higher leadership levels. 
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• One of the most exciting new products is the roll-out of a program to prepare 
employees in supervisory acumen ahead of their advancement to supervisory po-
sitions. DHS launched an innovative self-paced program that meets the needs 
of our geographically-dispersed workforce and provides motivated employees— 
at any grade level—with a set of curated activities central to the development 
of essential supervisory leadership competencies. 

• Additionally, in fiscal year 2020, DHS will launch a 6-month pilot Supervisory 
Leadership Bridges Cohort program to guide participants in specific job series 
through a rigorous process to identify traits validated to be predictive of leader-
ship success and build on those traits with classroom, mentoring, and experien-
tial learning. As DHS anticipates both a hiring surge and significant retirement 
in the 1800 job series, the Leadership Bridges Program provides a ready talent 
pool of employees who will hit the ground running, already familiar with the 
critical supervisory acumen that results in an engaged, proficient workforce. 

EMPLOYEE AND FAMILY READINESS AND EMPLOYEE RETENTION 

Kicked off in 2019 and continuing into 2020, DHS’s current signature employee 
engagement initiative is Employee and Family Readiness (EFR). With a workforce 
that operates day in and day out under tremendous stress and challenge, OCHCO 
identified the need for a more robust infrastructure of support not only for employ-
ees, but for their family members as well. 

One key program we are working on across all components is enhanced initiatives 
to prevent suicides. We are working to improve and expand existing programs while 
also adding new approaches. In addition, DHS established an Employee and Family 
Readiness Council (EFRC), made up of representatives from all the components, 
that serves in an advisory capacity to the EFR Initiative. The goals are to develop 
and promote a unified strategy and common vision of EFR, explore opportunities to 
share resources between components, set annual priorities, and collaborate to ad-
dress these priorities across the enterprise. 

In addition to permanent programs such as suicide prevention, the EFRC identi-
fied and ranked 18 family resilience issues by priority to create annual goals and 
began working on the top 5 in 2019. These 5 areas were: General stress, personal 
relationship issues, mental health, dependent care, and financial concerns. Work 
continues on all of these areas in 2020, plus we have added 2 new focus areas: So-
cial connectedness and wellness. 

• General Stress.—In fiscal year 2019, 24 mindfulness resilience and stress reduc-
tion training classes were held across DHS, reaching over 700 employees. The 
response to this training was positive and additional courses are planned for fis-
cal year 2020. This training helps our employees, in particular the law enforce-
ment community, stay in the present, let go of negative experiences, and in-
crease resilience to adverse life events. 

• Personal Relationships.—DHS is using a 2-pronged approach to address per-
sonal relationships, to include Stronger Bonds training and counseling through 
Employee Assistance Programs. For example, the Stronger Bonds curriculum 
draws upon proven strategies from couples therapy and research on commit-
ment and relationship development. This curriculum was reviewed by the Na-
tional Registry of Evidence-based Programs and Practices and is listed in the 
U.S. Government’s Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administra-
tion’s registry of evidence-based programs and practices. In 2019, OCHCO 
trained 45 DHS employees to facilitate Stronger Bonds Workshops for DHS em-
ployees and their family members, and in 2020 we plan to train more DHS em-
ployees to facilitate this course. 

• Mental Health.—DHS will launch a public-facing website in 2020 to provide 
easily accessible information for employees and their families. The site is life- 
event based, with a focus on encouraging individuals to seek help to address 
concerns. The overarching message of this initiative is that there is no stigma 
in reaching out for help. The site soft-launched in 2019 and will be updated for 
the 2020 full launch with 2 new content areas designed for spouses and children 
of DHS employees. 

• Dependent Care.—According to OPM research, by 2021, 43 percent of DHS em-
ployees will have childcare responsibilities and 32 percent will have adult care 
responsibilities. To ensure that DHS understands the needs of the workforce, 
the Department is currently conducting a Nation-wide workforce needs assess-
ment. This effort will allow DHS to identify both the current needs of its work-
force regarding dependent care as well as projected needs 5 to 10 years in the 
future. 
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• Financial Concerns.—The Financial Literacy Campaign, ‘‘Invest in Your Finan-
cial Health,’’ provides helpful information and accessible financial resources, ad-
dresses common concerns, and directs employees to internal programs pro-
moting financial wellness. This campaign kicked off in March 2019 and runs 
through March 2020. 

• Wellness.—An awareness campaign encouraging healthy lifestyle choices kicks 
off this month. Each month, articles and/or podcasts will be made available to 
employees and their families, through the DHS public-facing website. 

• Social Connectedness.—Initiatives in this area include exploring ways to facili-
tate awareness of employee resources and affinity groups across components. 
DHS is also seeking to connect with spouse networks and family support groups 
to provide information about the EFR Initiative. 

These programs noted above are coupled with other traditional retention strate-
gies, such as cyber retention pay, special salary rates, student loan repayments, 
child care subsidies, and employee engagement, to round out the overarching DHS 
retention strategy. 

HIRING 

Due to DHS’s critical mission, we are fortunate to have an abundance of appli-
cants for many of the jobs we post. In order to serve both the applicants and DHS 
well, we have worked to innovate and streamline our hiring practices to reduce 
time-to-hire and get people on-board as fast as practical. Through our innovations, 
our time-to-hire is down to as low as 107 days, a reduction of 34 percent from our 
rate 5 years ago, and we continue to look for more efficient and innovative practices 
every day. 

While DHS hiring strategies include time-to-hire, hiring hubs, and hiring events, 
they start with DHS thinking about not only our requirements for today, but also 
5 to 10 years from now. Determining how many and what type of employees will 
we need is a critical first step, followed by a discussion of the kind of skills and 
abilities we need, as well as where will we find such talent. Based on these discus-
sions, strategies concerning how best to ‘‘buy or build’’ talent, including partnering 
with local schools, universities, industry, the military, and our local communities, 
are developed. These strategies are coupled with examinations of our hiring process, 
finding ways to streamline the hiring process and making it less arduous for those 
applying for our positions, and identifying technology advancements that can inte-
grate our hiring systems making the process more efficient. 

The reason these hiring strategies are so important is that, by ensuring our posi-
tions are filled with the right leaders and technically skilled personnel, we can drive 
down overtime, shorten deployments, and create a better work-life balance for our 
employees—all of which our employees have told us through the FEVS and other 
focus groups that they desire. Our hiring strategies help us retain our talented 
workforce. However, just having positions filled is not enough to retain our employ-
ees, or more importantly, to ensure that while they are carrying out their missions 
they have the tools necessary to deal with all that the job and life throws their way. 
As a result, and noted above, we place special emphasis on taking care of our em-
ployees and their families as the cornerstone of our retention strategy. 

Despite our hiring efforts, there is always room for improvement. Additionally, a 
way for Congress to help us is to support our legislative proposal, the Department 
of Homeland Security Enhanced Hiring Act. DHS seeks to use this authority in an 
effort to streamline and simplify the agency’s hiring authorities in a manner that 
ensures the Department is able to expeditiously hire the best-qualified candidates 
for mission-critical positions and sustain its record of hiring veterans. This legisla-
tive proposal would enhance the current noncompetitive hiring authorities for vet-
erans and establish other important hiring authorities. I respectfully request that 
Congress expeditiously takes up and passes such legislation. 

CONCLUSION 

The Department recently celebrated the Secretary’s Awards Ceremony, which rec-
ognizes achievements of dedicated and talented DHS employees from across the 
country. In listening to the descriptions of all the accomplishments, I was reminded 
that every day the men and women of DHS carry out difficult and often dangerous 
work that often is unseen by the American public. They do an outstanding job and 
have a deep commitment to the mission. Through our efforts dedicated to employee 
engagement, retention, and hiring, OCHCO is determined to enhance their work ex-
perience and home life and honor their contributions. 
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My office, in collaboration with partners across the Department, will continue to 
enhance our efforts, listen to and act on employee feedback, and support the Depart-
ment’s leadership commitment to our workforce. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify today. The Department would not 
be successful without your support and the support of our brave men and women 
who sacrifice each day to make our country safe. I look forward to your questions. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you for your testimony. 
I now recognize Mr. Currie to summarize his statement for 5 

minutes. 

STATEMENT OF CHRIS CURRIE, DIRECTOR, HOMELAND SECU-
RITY AND JUSTICE TEAM, U.S. GOVERNMENT ACCOUNT-
ABILITY OFFICE 

Mr. CURRIE. Thank you, Chairwoman Torres Small, Ranking 
Member Crenshaw, other Members of the committee that are here 
today. We appreciate the opportunity to be here to talk about 
GAO’s work on DHS morale. 

I personally and those of us at GAO have been working on this 
issue since the Department was created, and I want to say from 
the beginning we have tremendous respect for the men and women 
at DHS and the hard work that they do every day and the intense 
public pressure they face and the public scrutiny with which they 
do their jobs. 

I also know that nobody cares more about this problem than the 
leadership of the Department, and we have seen this across admin-
istrations. It is not a partisan issue. It is something that every ad-
ministration has really worked hard to address. 

Since 2003, DHS has been on our high-risk list at GAO, and a 
big part of that is because of human capital management chal-
lenges. A big part within the human capital management area has 
been employee morale and training, performance management 
standards, and all the things that lead up to what creates a per-
son’s morale. 

Over the last 5 years particularly, we have seen a number of 
positive changes in this area. As Ms. Bailey mentioned, we have 
seen DHS make steady progress in the FEVS scores, and do it in 
years when sometimes other Government agencies have actually 
seen a decrease. So they are making slow and steady progress, but 
obviously there is a lot more that needs to be done. 

They have done this by implementing a number of recommenda-
tions across a number of agencies. For example, they have imple-
mented our recommendations to develop employee engagement 
plans, not just the whole Department but the components them-
selves, that identify the root causes of morale issues. 

As the Ranking Member said, these root causes are varied. A lot 
of these things have to do with just core leadership management 
issues. Do I trust my supervisor? Do I believe in our performance 
management system? Do I think our agency has the ability to hire 
the people we need to do their jobs? 

These are the kind of things we see not just at DHS, but across 
Government. So I absolutely agree that while DHS faces a unique 
mission and unique challenges, a lot of agencies face unique mis-
sions and unique challenges and don’t have the level of morale that 
DHS has right now. 

VerDate Mar 15 2010 10:28 Aug 10, 2020 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00017 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6602 H:\116TH\20OM0114\20OM0114 HEATH



14 

I also want to say that, unfortunately, as was said, DHS’s morale 
scores are still toward the bottom of large departments. I think 
that you have to look within DHS to really get a better sense of 
those numbers. The Department is huge, and the components are 
so varied and different, and different in size, too. 

So what plagues TSA is going to be completely different than 
what the Coast Guard faces. The Coast Guard is an agency that 
has been around for many, many years, has a strong leadership 
culture, has its own academy, well-grounded management prin-
ciples, and a structure and hierarchy. So it is understandable that 
TSA is going to take much longer to get to the point where they 
have addressed their morale issues. 

There are really just a few things I want to point to moving for-
ward that I think we need to focus on moving forward. 

First is, I really think that this committee and other committees, 
as you are conducting your oversight over component missions, like 
border security, cybersecurity, emergency management, that you 
speak to the leadership of those components about this issue, too, 
and that human capital and morale issues be held at the same 
standard of accountability as the mission side, as otherwise they 
are not going to have the incentive to address the issues like they 
will on the mission side. 

Also, I think there needs to be a focus on a few specific compo-
nents. If you look at CBP and TSA, they have somewhere in the 
range of a third to almost a half of the Department’s employees. 
So I think a focus needs to be put on the place where the most im-
pact can be made. 

Then last, I think that you need to continue the oversight in 
terms of these types of hearings and with the components as well, 
and really to drive this home. 

So thank you for the opportunity to testify. I look forward to the 
questions. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Currie follows:] 

PREPARED STATEMENT OF CHRIS CURRIE 

JANUARY 14, 2020 

GAO HIGHLIGHTS 

Highlights of GAO–20–349T, a testimony before the Subcommittee on Oversight, 
Management, and Accountability, Committee on Homeland Security, House of Rep-
resentatives. 
Why GAO Did This Study 

DHS is the third-largest Cabinet-level department in the Federal Government, 
employing more than 240,000 staff in a broad range of jobs, including countering 
terrorism and homeland security threats, providing aviation and border security, 
emergency response, cybersecurity, and critical infrastructure protection. Since it 
began operations in 2003, DHS has faced challenges with low employee morale and 
engagement. Federal surveys have consistently found that DHS employees are less 
satisfied with their jobs compared to the average Federal employee. For example, 
DHS’s scores on the FEVS and the Partnership for Public Service’s rankings of the 
Best Places to Work in the Federal Government® are consistently among the lowest 
for similarly-sized Federal agencies. 

This statement addresses our past and on-going work monitoring human capital 
management and employee morale at DHS and select work on employee engage-
ment across the Government. This statement is based on products GAO issued from 
September 2012 through May 2019 as well as GAO’s on-going efforts to monitor em-
ployee morale at DHS as part of GAO’s high-risk work. For these products, GAO 
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analyzed DHS strategies and other documents related to DHS’s efforts to address 
its high-risk areas, interviewed DHS officials, conducted analyses of FEVS data, and 
interviewed officials from other Federal agencies that achieved high employee en-
gagement scores, among other things. 

GAO provided a copy of new information in this statement to DHS for review. 
DHS confirmed the accuracy of this information. 

DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY.—EMPLOYEE MORALE SURVEY SCORES 
HIGHLIGHT PROGRESS AND CONTINUED CHALLENGES 

What GAO Found 
The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) has undertaken initiatives to 

strengthen employee engagement through efforts at its component agencies and 
across the Department. For example, at the headquarters level, DHS has instituted 
initiatives to improve awareness and access to support programs, benefits, and re-
sources for DHS employees and their families. 

In 2019, DHS improved its employee engagement scores, as measured by the Of-
fice of Personnel Management’s Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS)—a tool 
that measures employees’ perceptions of whether and to what extent conditions 
characterizing successful organizations are present in their agency. As shown below, 
DHS increased its scores on a measure of employee engagement, the Employee En-
gagement Index (EEI), across 4 consecutive years, from a low of 53 percent in 2015 
to 62 percent in 2019. 

While DHS has made progress in improving its scores, in 2019 it remained 6 
points below the Government-wide average for the EEI. For several years, DHS and 
its component agencies have identified root causes for their engagement scores in-
cluding concerns about leadership accountability and understaffing, among others. 
This statement discusses 9 recommendations related to DHS employee engagement 
and workforce planning. DHS implemented all but one of these recommendations— 
to review and correct its coding of cybersecurity positions and assess the accuracy 
of position descriptions. Finally, filling vacancies could help ensure continued lead-
ership commitment across DHS’s mission areas. 

Madam Chairwoman Torres Small, Ranking Member Crenshaw, and Members of 
the subcommittee: I am pleased to be here today to discuss the importance of De-
partment of Homeland Security (DHS) employee engagement and morale, the De-
partment’s progress thus far, and areas where challenges remain. 

DHS is the third-largest Cabinet-level department in the Federal Government, 
employing more than 240,000 staff in a broad range of jobs, including aviation and 
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1 GAO, Federal Workforce: Additional Analysis and Sharing of Promising Practices Could Im-
prove Employee Engagement and Performance, GAO–15–585 (Washington, DC: July 14, 2015). 

2 U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, The Power of Federal Employee Engagement (Wash-
ington, DC: September 2008). Results were based on responses to the Merit System Protection 
Board’s Merit Principles Survey, which asks employees about their perceptions of their jobs, 
work environments, supervisors and agencies and is administered approximately every 3 to 4 
years. 

3 The 5 management functions included in the Strengthening DHS Management Functions 
high-risk area are acquisition management, information technology management, financial man-
agement, human capital management, and management integration. The 5 criteria for removal 
from the high-risk list are: (1) A demonstrated strong commitment and top leadership support 
to address the risks; (2) the capacity—the people and other resources—to resolve the risks; (3) 
a corrective action plan that identifies the root causes and identifies effective solutions; (4) a 
program instituted to monitor and independently validate the effectiveness and sustainability 
of corrective measures; and (5) the ability to demonstrate progress in implementing corrective 
measures. 

border security, emergency response, cybersecurity, and critical infrastructure pro-
tection. The DHS workforce is located throughout the Nation, carrying out activities 
in support of DHS’s missions to counter terrorism and homeland security threats, 
secure United States borders, secure cyber space and critical infrastructure, pre-
serve and uphold the Nation’s prosperity and economic security, strengthen pre-
paredness and resilience, and champion the DHS workforce and strengthen the De-
partment. 

Since it began operations in 2003, DHS has faced challenges with low employee 
morale and engagement. Federal surveys have consistently found that DHS employ-
ees are less satisfied with their jobs than the Government-wide average of Federal 
employees. For example, DHS’s employee satisfaction—as measured by the Office of 
Personnel Management Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS), a tool that 
measures employees’ perceptions of whether and to what extent conditions charac-
terizing successful organizations are present in their agency, and the Partnership 
for Public Service’s rankings of the Best Places to Work in the Federal Govern-
ment®—is consistently among the lowest for similarly-sized Federal agencies. 

As we stated in our 2015 report on employee engagement across the Federal Gov-
ernment, a number of studies of private-sector entities have found that increased 
levels of engagement result in better individual and organizational performance in-
cluding increased employee performance and productivity; higher customer service 
ratings; fewer safety incidents; and less absenteeism and turnover.1 Studies of the 
public sector, while more limited, have shown similar benefits. For example, the 
Merit Systems Protection Board found that higher levels of employee engagement 
in Federal agencies led to improved agency performance, less absenteeism, and 
fewer equal employment opportunity complaints.2 As we reported in 2015, across 
the Government, key drivers of employee morale include holding constructive per-
formance conversations, career development and training opportunities, work-life 
balance, an inclusive work environment, employee involvement, and communication 
from management. We also identified key lessons for improving employee engage-
ment. These key lessons include using effective management practices to implement 
change, looking to other sources of data in addition to the FEVS to form a complete 
picture of employee engagement, and recognizing that improving engagement and 
organizational performance takes time, which may involve several efforts with ef-
fects seen at different points in time. Engagement is one component of employee mo-
rale. 

DHS employee morale and engagement concerns are one example of the chal-
lenges the Department faces in implementing its missions. In 2003, shortly after the 
Department was formed, we recognized that the creation of DHS was an enormous 
undertaking that could take years to implement. Failure to effectively address man-
agement challenges could have serious National security consequences. As a result, 
in 2003, shortly after the Department was formed, we designated Implementing and 
Transforming DHS as a high-risk area to the Federal Government. DHS subse-
quently made considerable progress in transforming its original component agencies 
into a single Cabinet-level department. As a result, in 2013, we narrowed the scope 
of the high-risk area to focus on strengthening DHS management functions, includ-
ing human capital management, and changed the name of the high-risk area to 
Strengthening DHS Management Functions to reflect this focus.3 We continue to 
monitor DHS’s work in this area—including work to address employee morale and 
engagement—and regularly meet with DHS to discuss progress. 

My testimony today discusses our past and on-going work monitoring human cap-
ital management and employee morale at DHS and select work on employee engage-
ment across the Government. This statement is based on products we issued from 
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4 We issue an update to the High-Risk List every 2 years at the start of each new session 
of Congress. Our most recent update was issued in March 2019. See GAO, High-Risk Series: 
Substantial Efforts Needed to Achieve Greater Progress on High-Risk Areas, GAO–19–157SP 
(Washington, DC: Mar. 6, 2019). 

5 GAO, Department of Homeland Security: Taking Further Action to Better Determine Causes 
of Morale Problems Would Assist in Targeting Action Plans, GAO–12–940 (Washington, DC: 
Sept. 28, 2012). 

September 2012 through May 2019 as well as our on-going efforts in 2019 to mon-
itor employee morale at DHS as part of our high-risk work.4 For our products we 
analyzed DHS strategies and other documents related to the Department’s efforts 
to address its high-risk area, interviewed DHS officials, conducted analyses of FEVS 
data, and interviewed officials from other Federal agencies that achieved high em-
ployee engagement scores, among other things. We conducted the work on which 
this statement is based in accordance with generally accepted Government auditing 
standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained pro-
vides a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objec-
tives. 

DHS HAS TAKEN STEPS TO IMPROVE ITS EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT SCORES BUT STILL 
FALLS BELOW THE GOVERNMENT-WIDE AVERAGE 

In connection with the Strengthening DHS Management Functions high-risk area, 
we monitor DHS’s progress in the area of employee morale and engagement. In 
2010, we identified, and DHS agreed, that achieving 30 specific outcomes would be 
critical to addressing the challenges within the Department’s high-risk management 
areas. These 30 outcomes are the criteria by which we gauge DHS’s demonstrated 
progress. We rate each outcome on a scale of not-initiated, initiated, partially ad-
dressed, mostly addressed, or fully addressed. Several of these outcome criteria re-
late to human capital actions needed to improve employee morale. Specifically, we 
monitor DHS’s progress to: 

• seek employees’ input on a periodic basis and demonstrate measurable progress 
in implementing strategies to adjust human capital approaches; 

• base hiring decisions, management selections, promotions, and performance 
evaluations on human capital competencies and individual performance; 

• enhance information technology security through improved workforce planning 
of the DHS cybersecurity workforce; and 

• improve DHS’s FEVS scores related to employee engagement. 
Since we began monitoring DHS’s progress on these outcomes, DHS has worked 

to strengthen employee engagement through several efforts both at DHS head-
quarters and within its component agencies. In this statement, we discuss 9 rec-
ommendations related to DHS employee engagement and workforce planning, 8 of 
which have been implemented by the Department. Within DHS, the Office of the 
Chief Human Capital Officer (OCHCO) is responsible for implementing policies and 
programs to recruit, hire, train, and retain DHS’s workforce. As the Department- 
wide unit responsible for human capital issues within DHS, OCHCO also provides 
guidance and oversight related to morale issues to the DHS components. 

Seeking employees’ input and demonstrating progress to adjust human capital ap-
proaches.—DHS, OCHCO, and the components have taken action to use employees’ 
input from the FEVS to inform and implement initiatives targeted at improving em-
ployee engagement. For example, in 2017 and 2018 DHS implemented our 2 rec-
ommendations for OCHCO and DHS components to establish metrics of success 
within their action plans for addressing employee satisfaction problems and to bet-
ter use these plans to examine the root causes of morale challenges.5 DHS compo-
nents have continued to develop these employee engagement action plans and sev-
eral components report implementing initiatives to enhance employee engagement. 
For example, the U.S. Secret Service’s action plan details a sponsorship program for 
all newly-hired and recently-relocated employees. In addition, one division of U.S. 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) used FEVS survey data to identify a 
need for increased engagement between employees and component leadership. ICE’s 
employee action plan includes goals with milestones, time lines, and metrics to im-
prove this engagement through efforts such as leadership town halls and leadership 
site visits. 

At the headquarters level, DHS and OCHCO have also established employee en-
gagement initiatives across the Department. For example, DHS established initia-
tives for employees and their families that aim to increase awareness and access 
to support programs, benefits, and resources. Through another initiative—Human 
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6 GAO, U.S. Marshals Service: Additional Actions Needed to Improve Oversight of Merit Pro-
motion Process and Address Employee Perceptions of Favoritism, GAO–18–8 (Washington, DC: 
Oct. 17, 2017). 

7 GAO, Cybersecurity Workforce: Urgent Need for DHS to Take Actions to Identify Its Position 
and Critical Skill Requirements, GAO–18–175 (Washington, DC: Feb. 6, 2018). 

8 GAO, Cybersecurity Workforce: Agencies Need to Accurately Categorize Positions to Effectively 
Identify Critical Staffing Needs, GAO–19–144 (Washington, DC: Mar. 12, 2019). 

9 In addition to the EEI, OPM calculates 2 other indices. The New Inclusion Quotient, referred 
to as New IQ, summarizes information about inclusivity in the workplace, and Global Satisfac-
tion is a combination of employees’ satisfaction with their job, their pay, and their organization, 
plus their willingness to recommend their organization as a good place to work. 

10 In our monitoring of DHS’s progress on this outcome, we established 2010 as the bench-
mark year when we developed and DHS agreed upon the outcomes that we monitor. 

Resources (H.R.) Academy—DHS provides education, training, and career develop-
ment opportunities to human resource professionals within the Department. DHS 
uses an Employee Engagement Steering Committee to guide and monitor implemen-
tation of these DHS-wide employee engagement initiatives. As a result of these 
steps, among other actions, we have considered this human capital outcome area 
fully addressed since 2018. 

Basing hiring decisions and promotions on competencies and performance.— 
OCHCO has conducted audits to better ensure components are basing hiring deci-
sions and promotions on human capital competencies and individual performance 
and we have considered this outcome fully addressed since 2017. Our past work has 
highlighted the importance of selecting candidates based on qualifications, as doing 
otherwise can negatively affect morale.6 Working to ensure that components’ human 
capital decisions are based on performance and established competencies helps cre-
ate a connection between individual performance and the agency’s success. 

Enhancing information technology security through improved workforce planning 
for cybersecurity positions.—In February 2018, we made 6 recommendations to DHS 
to take steps to identify its position and critical skill requirements among its cyber-
security workforce.7 Since then, DHS has implemented all 6 recommendations. For 
example, in fiscal year 2019, regarding its cybersecurity position identification and 
coding efforts, we verified that DHS had identified individuals in each component 
who are responsible for leading those efforts, developed procedures, established a 
process to review each component’s procedures, and developed plans for reporting 
critical needs. 

However, DHS has not yet implemented a recommendation we made in March 
2019 to review and correct its coding of cybersecurity positions and assess the accu-
racy of position descriptions.8 Specifically, we stated that DHS had not correctly cat-
egorized its information technology/cybersecurity/cyber-related positions. We noted 
that having inaccurate information about the type of work performed by 28 percent 
of the Department’s information technology/cybersecurity/cyber-related positions is a 
significant impediment to effectively examining the Department’s cybersecurity 
workforce, identifying work roles of critical need, and improving workforce planning. 
DHS officials stated that they plan to implement this recommendation by March 
2020. As a result, this outcome remains mostly addressed. Until DHS accurately 
categorizes its positions, its ability to effectively identify critical staffing needs will 
be impaired. 

Improving FEVS scores on employee engagement.—Since our last High-Risk report 
in March 2019, DHS has demonstrated additional progress in its employee engage-
ment scores, as measured by the FEVS Employee Engagement Index (EEI). The 
EEI is 1 of 3 indices OPM calculates to synthesize FEVS data.9 The EEI measures 
conditions that lead to engaged employees and is comprised of 3 sub-indices related 
to employees’ views on leadership, supervisors, and intrinsic work experience. As a 
result of continued improvement on DHS’s EEI score, we have moved this outcome 
rating from partially addressed to mostly addressed based on DHS’s 2019 score. As 
shown in figure 1, DHS increased its EEI score across 4 consecutive years, from a 
low of 53 percent in 2015 to 62 percent in 2019. In particular, DHS improved its 
score by 2 points between 2018 and 2019 while the Government average remained 
constant over the same period. With its 2019 score, DHS also regained the ground 
that it lost during an 8-point drop between 2010 and 2015.10 
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11 Partnership for Public Service and Boston Consulting Group, The Best Places to Work in 
the Federal Government®. The Partnership for Public Service’s ranking cited here is composed 
of rankings of large agencies, defined as agencies with more than 15,000 employees. 

While DHS has made progress in improving its scores including moving toward 
the Government average, it remains below the Government average on the EEI and 
on other measures of employee morale. For example, in 2019 DHS remained 6 
points below the Government-wide average for the EEI. In addition to the EEI and 
other indices OPM calculates, the Partnership for Public Service uses FEVS data 
to produce an index of the Best Places to Work in the Federal Government®. The 
Partnership for Public Service’s analysis of FEVS data indicates low levels of em-
ployee satisfaction and commitment for DHS employees relative to other large Fed-
eral agencies. In 2019, the Partnership for Public Service ranked DHS 17th out of 
17 large Federal agencies for employee satisfaction and commitment.11 

Across the Department, employee satisfaction scores vary by component. Some 
DHS components have EEI scores above the Government average and rank highly 
on the Partnership for Public Service’s index. For example, the U.S. Coast Guard 
and U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services have EEI scores of 76 and 74, re-
spectively, and rank 85th and 90th, respectively, out of 420 subcomponent agencies 
on the Partnership for Public Service’s index. Further, some DHS component agen-
cies have improved their scores in recent years. The U.S. Secret Service raised its 
EEI score 7 points between 2018 and 2019, and it moved from the last place among 
all subcomponent agencies on the Partnership for Public Service’s Ranking in 2016 
to 360th out of 420 subcomponent agencies in 2019. However, other DHS component 
agencies continue to rank among the lowest across the Federal Government in the 
Partnership for Public Service rankings of employee satisfaction and commitment. 
For example, in 2019 out of 420 subcomponent agencies across the Federal Govern-
ment, the DHS Countering Weapons of Mass Destruction office ranked 420th, the 
DHS Office of Intelligence and Analysis ranked 406th, and the Transportation Secu-
rity Administration ranked 398th for employee satisfaction and commitment. As a 
result, continuing to increase employee engagement and morale remains important 
to strengthening DHS’s management functions and ability to implement its mis-
sions. 

DHS employee concerns about senior leadership, among other things, is one area 
that negatively affects DHS’s overall employee morale scores. In 2015, we identified 
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12 GAO–15–585. 
13 Other effective management practices included applying policies consistently, creating a line 

of sight between the agency’s mission and the work of each employee, and reaching out to em-
ployees to obtain insight into their FEVS scores or to inform other improvement efforts. 

14 GAO, Department of Homeland Security: Continued Leadership Is Critical to Addressing a 
Range of Management Challenges, GAO–19–544T (Washington, DC: May 1, 2019). 

15 Specifically, as of December 18, 2019, the following positions remained vacant: Secretary, 
deputy secretary, under secretary for management, under secretary for science and technology, 
chief financial officer, general counsel, commissioner of U.S. Customs and Border Protection, di-
rector of U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, director of U.S. Citizenship and Immigra-
tion Services, and administrator of the Federal Emergency Management Agency. 

16 The DHS operational components are the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, 
the Federal Emergency Management Agency, Federal Law Enforcement Training Center, Trans-
portation Security Administration, U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, U.S. Coast 
Guard, U.S. Customs and Border Protection, U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, and 
U.S. Secret Service. 

effective management practices agencies can use to improve employee engagement 
across the Government.12 One of these practices is the direct involvement of top 
leadership in organizational improvement efforts.13 When top leadership clearly and 
personally leads organizational improvement efforts, it provides an identifiable 
source for employees to rally around and helps processes stay on course. A DHS 
analysis of its 2012 FEVS scores indicated DHS low morale issues may persist be-
cause of employee concerns about senior leadership and supervisors, among other 
things, such as whether their talents were being well-used. Within the 2019 FEVS 
results for both DHS and Government-wide, leadership remains the lowest of the 
3 sub-indices of the EEI. In addition, for several years DHS components have identi-
fied several root causes of engagement scores. For example, in 2019, the Transpor-
tation Security Administration identified the performance of managers, time con-
straints and understaffing, and lack of manager and leadership accountability for 
change as root causes of the component’s engagement scores in recent years. An-
other component, U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, identified in 2019 that 
the areas of leadership performance, accountability, transparency, and training and 
development opportunities were 2018 engagement score root causes. 

We have previously reported that DHS’s top leadership, including the Secretary 
and Deputy Secretary, have demonstrated commitment and support for addressing 
the Department’s management challenges. Continuing to identify and address the 
root causes of employee engagement scores and addressing the human capital man-
agement challenges we have identified in relation to the DHS management high- 
risk area could help DHS maintain progress in improving employee morale. Imple-
menting our recommendation to review and correct DHS coding of cybersecurity po-
sitions and assess the accuracy of position descriptions will assist the Department 
in identifying critical staffing needs. In addition, as we reported in May 2019, va-
cancies in top leadership positions could pose a challenge to addressing aspects of 
DHS’s high-risk area, such as employee morale.14 There are currently acting offi-
cials serving in 10 positions requiring Senate confirmation.15 Filling vacancies—in-
cluding top DHS leadership positions and the heads of operational components— 
with confirmed appointees, as applicable, could help ensure continued leadership 
commitment across DHS’s mission areas.16 We will continue to monitor DHS’s 
progress in strengthening management functions, and may identify additional ac-
tions DHS leadership could take to improve employee morale and engagement. 

In conclusion, DHS has made notable progress in the area of human capital man-
agement, specifically in improving employee engagement and morale, but still falls 
behind other Federal agencies. It is essential for DHS to continue improving em-
ployee morale and engagement given their impact on agency performance and the 
importance of DHS’s missions. Continued senior leadership commitment to em-
ployee engagement efforts and filling critical vacancies could assist DHS in these 
efforts. 

Madam Chairwoman Torres Small, Ranking Member Crenshaw, and Members of 
the subcommittee, this completes my prepared statement, I would be happy to re-
spond to any questions that you may have at this time. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you for your testimony. 
I now recognize Mr. Stier to summarize his statement for 5 min-

utes. 
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STATEMENT OF MAX STIER, PRESIDENT AND CEO, 
PARTNERSHIP FOR PUBLIC SERVICE 

Mr. STIER. Thank you so much. I can’t imagine better opening 
statements than both your, Chairwoman Torres Small, and your, 
Ranking Member Crenshaw. I thought they were pitch perfect and 
exactly right. 

Members of the committee, this is fantastic that you are having 
this hearing. I want to start by highlighting that I think Ms. Bailey 
is easily one of the best chief human capital officers across the en-
tire Government and is doing fabulous work. 

One of the most important things I can advocate for is continued 
focus on the good and not just the bad. If you ask root causes, one 
of the real challenges we have in Government is lots of infrastruc-
ture to find problems and almost no effort to find the good things 
that are actually answers to those problems. 

So the more you can do to surface the good, the more you will 
actually do to address the bad. I can come back to that later. I 
would love to do so if that is possible. 

Lots of good things are happening. Your numbers are exactly 
right. Ms. Bailey is correct, that since 2015 the Department on our 
rankings has come up 9 points. All those things need to be encour-
aged and reinforced. 

I want to focus, though, on 10 ideas that can make it even better. 
So finding ways for us to move even more aggressively in some of 
the areas that I think would make a very big difference. 

Part of it is building on things that are already there. One com-
ponent that you have heard talk about already, Secret Service, I 
want to point to leadership there. So it turned around when Tex 
Alles became the director of the Secret Service. He is now the act-
ing under secretary for management. No one better for that posi-
tion. He turned around Secret Service. He is a great contributor, 
and I think there is a lot more that he could do. 

So 10 ideas for you, if I might, beginning with Congress itself 
and what you might be able to focus on. It is hearings like these. 
You heard from Chris, it would be fantastic for you to do this on 
an annual basis. If there is a regular set of hearings, a regular 
tempo, leadership is going to expect this. They know that this is 
a priority from your perspective, and then they will pay more at-
tention to that. 

The normal course, it is one of the powers that you have in your 
oversight is to direct attention and to focus on the good things. So, 
yes, on the subcomponents and what is working in the different 
parts of Government. 

No. 2 would be to hold leaders accountable. So, again, on the po-
litical side, one of the challenges is most political appointees are se-
lected because they are policy experts and not necessarily have a 
lot of management expertise. In fact, having performance plans for 
political appointees as there are for career employees would be an 
example of things that you could use to help direct them to things 
that are management-oriented and hold them accountable. 

No. 3, we need to provide continuity in the senior management 
ranks. That doesn’t exist today. So I mentioned Tex, fantastic guy. 
He is the fifth, if I count correctly, fifth under secretary for man-
agement in 5 years. 

VerDate Mar 15 2010 10:28 Aug 10, 2020 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00025 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6602 H:\116TH\20OM0114\20OM0114 HEATH



22 

It is very difficult to make forward progress on difficult manage-
ment issues without continuity. There are way too many Senate- 
confirmed positions, way too many political appointees. 

We ought to be creative here. Think about IGs. They don’t turn 
over every administration. We could think about operational versus 
policy positions amongst the political ranks, and that would make 
a very big difference. 

So I posit to you that creating continuity in the management po-
sitions would have phenomenal impact and be very powerful. If you 
think about GAO, they have got a 15-year term. Gene Dodaro is 
doing an amazing job. That is the kind of thing you need in the 
management positions. 

No. 4, you need to provide budget stability, and both of you have 
worked on this issue. Shutdowns are the worst. It is craziness, 
burning down your own house. We have got to change that, got to 
prevent that. But we also don’t need CRs, and that is something 
again in Congress’ house. 

No. 5, you need to support investments in leadership develop-
ment. That, again, is the name of the game. The political leaders, 
yes. The career folks are the ones that are there day-in, day-out, 
and they need to be invested in in ways that don’t happen very 
much. Coast Guard is a great example. 

Now, No. 6, really fast, for the administration and DHS. There 
is work to do to continue to improve metrics. I think they could be 
doing poll surveys. One of the challenges with the FEVS is it comes 
real late and can be improved, I think. 

No. 7, we need to ensure that those senior leaders actually have 
management experience. They are running huge organizations, 
again, often selected for policy expertise. They need to be on- 
boarded differently. 

No. 8, we need to enhance the leadership development of the ca-
reer work force. 

No. 9, we need to work on that culture of recognition, again, to 
pull up the good things. More ought to be done around that. 

No. 10, I want to end on this piece, which is, you pointed this 
out, Congressman Crenshaw, I mean, you need to have Presi-
dential appointee-confirmed people in place in greater numbers. 
Right now, DHS is the agency with the fewest number of Senate- 
confirmed positions in place. Even though the FEMA director was 
confirmed today, that created another vacancy in the organization. 
So they are at 41 percent. 

Very, very challenging for any organization. Phenomenal people 
can be in those jobs, but they are the substitute teacher if they are 
in an acting capacity. So we need to look at that issue as well. 

Thank you. 
[The prepared statement of Mr. Stier follows:] 

PREPARED STATEMENT OF MAX STIER 

JANUARY 14, 2020 

Good afternoon, Chairwoman Torres Small, Ranking Member Crenshaw, and 
Members of the subcommittee. Thank you for the opportunity to participate in to-
day’s important hearing on morale at the Department of Homeland Security. I am 
Max Stier, president and CEO of the Partnership for Public Service, a nonpartisan, 
nonprofit organization working to inspire a new generation to serve and transform 
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1 Gallup, ‘‘The Relationship Between Engagement at Work and Organizational Outcomes,’’ 
2016. Retrieved from https://news.gallup.com/reports/191489/q12-meta-analysis-report- 
2016.aspx. 

2 The private-sector data is based on nearly 6.5 million employee survey responses from orga-
nizations in a wide variety of industries, gathered by the employee research firm Mercer/Sirota. 

the way Government works through leadership development, Government reform, 
and employee engagement. 

I want to start by thanking you for holding this hearing on employee engagement 
and morale, and how they contribute to agency performance. This subcommittee has 
a history of bipartisan interest in the challenges facing the Department’s non-
partisan civil service and how Congress can help the Department accomplish its var-
ied and difficult missions. Your inquiry today adds to that legacy and contributes 
to better oversight and a deeper understanding of the management challenges fac-
ing the Department of Homeland Security and the rest of our Government. 

‘‘BEST PLACES TO WORK IN THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT®’’ AND THE IMPORTANCE OF 
EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT 

The Partnership produces the annual Best Places to Work in the Federal Govern-
ment® rankings in collaboration with the Boston Consulting Group (BCG). The 
rankings are based on the results of the Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey 
(FEVS) administered by the Office of Personnel Management, as well as other agen-
cy-specific surveys that are comparable to FEVS. We rank agencies by size and ana-
lyze the key drivers of employee engagement—in other words, the factors that have 
the biggest impact on how employees view the agencies in which they work. The 
rankings also shed light on how agencies fare in different categories that define the 
employee experience, including effective leadership, pay, training, innovation, and 
performance-based rewards and advancement. 

Employee engagement is not just about happy employees. Higher scores in em-
ployment engagement equate to better performance and higher-quality service. Ac-
cording to a Gallup analysis of more than 82,000 business units spanning 230 orga-
nizations, those with improved employee engagement scores had 41 percent less ab-
senteeism, 24 percent less turnover, 17 percent more productivity, and 70 percent 
fewer employee safety incidents.1 With such an impact on the workforce it is critical 
for leadership at the political and career levels to be focused on engagement at the 
agencies they lead. The Best Places rankings provide a mechanism for holding agen-
cy leaders accountable for the health of their organizations, serve as early warning 
signs for agencies in trouble, and shine a spotlight on agency successes that can be 
replicated elsewhere. 

The 2019 Best Places to Work rankings reflect the views of over 880,000 civil serv-
ants from 490 Federal agencies and their subcomponents on a wide range of work-
place topics. Government-wide, 2019 saw a 0.5-point decrease from the 2018 
rankings, bringing Government’s overall engagement score to 61.7 out of 100. This 
was a modest drop despite a tumultuous time for our Nation’s public servants—a 
time when about 800,000 of the 2 million Federal employees were affected by a 
lengthy Government shutdown, there were a number of critical leadership vacancies 
across the Government, and many agencies had to deal with a variety of political 
headwinds. 

Despite these circumstances, the data show modest but meaningful improvements 
Government-wide in employee attitudes in 8 of 10 categories that measure the work 
experience. Government-wide employee views on training and development, and on 
performance-based rewards and advancement, both rose by 0.8 points. Government- 
wide scores on effective leadership, which encompasses employee views of their su-
pervisors, senior leaders, fairness in the workplace and individual empowerment, 
rose by 0.3 points. Categories that declined Government-wide were pay, down 0.4 
points, and support for diversity, which dropped 0.2 points. 

The 2019 rankings also show that the Federal Government still significantly 
underperforms the private sector when it comes to employee engagement. In 2019, 
the Government’s score lagged 15.3 points behind the private sector engagement 
score.2 Only 11 of the Government’s 70 large, midsize, and small agencies included 
in the Best Places rankings scored above the private sector average this year, in-
cluding NASA, the Federal Trade Commission, and the Peace Corps. 

2019 RANKINGS FOR DHS 

Based on our methodology, the Department of Homeland Security experienced a 
0.8-point decrease from the 2018 rankings (from 53.1 to 52.3 out of 100), and the 
Department ranks 17 out of 17 large agencies in overall engagement, maintaining 
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3 Testimony of Angie Bailey, Chief Human Capital Officer, Department of Homeland Security. 
Hearing on ‘‘Solutions to Improve Federal Hiring,’’ Senate Committee on Homeland Security and 
Governmental Affairs Subcommittee on Regulatory Affairs and Federal Management, July 30, 
2019. Retrieved from https://www.hsgac.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Bailey%20TESTI- 
MONY1.pdf. 

4 See Testimony of Angie Bailey, Chief Human Capital Officer, Department of Homeland Secu-
rity. Hearing on ‘‘Solutions to Improve Federal Hiring,’’ Senate Committee on Homeland Secu-
rity and Governmental Affairs Subcommittee on Regulatory Affairs and Federal Management, 
July 30, 2019. 

its dubious distinction as the lowest-ranking large agency since 2012. The Depart-
ment’s highest score was 58.6 out of 100 in 2010, which means its 2019 score rep-
resents an overall 11 percent decline from their high mark in 2010. The Department 
also ranks at the bottom in all but one of 14 categories and subcategories that we 
measure, which include effective leadership, employee skills-mission match, pay, 
support for diversity, and training and development. 
Some good news 

Despite areas of concern, a few points of perspective give hope. The 0.8 decline 
is a small tick down in a survey that was conducted on the heels of a very trying 
time for the Department. Eighty-six percent of the Department’s employees contin-
ued to work without pay throughout the 35-day Government shutdown.3 This shows 
the mission commitment and the resiliency of the workforce, and our Nation owes 
a deep gratitude to these DHS employees who kept their focus and kept our country 
safe despite the difficult circumstances for them and their families. 

Like the Government-wide score, the 2019 DHS score is essentially a continuation 
of the status quo following 3 consecutive years of improvement that began in 2015. 
And in the 14 categories we rank, the Department did see slight improvements in 
all but 2—employee skills-mission-match and pay, 2 categories which traditionally, 
after leadership, are the major drivers of engagement. The Department also in-
creased its score by 1.2 points in the category of effective leadership subcategory of 
senior leaders. 

There are several subcomponent successes that should be celebrated: 
• The Office of Intelligence and Analysis saw a 13.1 point increase in 2019 and 

the Office of the Secretary jumped 6.9 points. 
• U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, which ranks 90 of 420 subcompo-

nents, has an index score of 72.9 of 100 and has improved 14 points from its 
2005 low. 

• The U.S. Coast Guard improved its score, rising 2.7 points. Of all 420 sub-
components across Government included in the rankings, the Coast Guard re-
mains the highest-ranked DHS subcomponent—85th of 420 subcomponents. 

• The U.S. Secret Service is worth highlighting for its 8.9 point jump in 2019 for 
an index score of 52.9 of 100, a 61 percent improvement from its 2016 low score 
of 32.8. 

• The Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency has improved in 5 of the 
last 6 years, from 36.2 in 2013 to 51.5 in 2019. 

The Department should also be commended for its Employee and Family Readi-
ness Initiative, which is a new suite of programs to address employee needs in areas 
such as stress, mental health, personal relationships, and financial concerns.4 Many 
DHS employees face extremely challenging circumstances in the workplace, which 
can also create challenges in their personal lives. Helping both employees and their 
families cope with these challenges should help improve engagement and retention. 

The Department is also forward-leaning in its approach to hiring, looking for 
smarter ways to bring in needed talent, while maintaining merit system principles 
and making it easier for the Department to hire veterans. This speaks directly to 
a major frustration heard in FEVS responses, where only 36.2 percent of DHS em-
ployees agree that their work unit is able to recruit people with the right skills, 
even lower than the disappointing 41.9 percent of respondents who agreed Govern-
ment-wide. 
Areas of concern 

There is clearly much more work to be done, but progress is possible. If every 
DHS subcomponent in this year’s rankings had reached its previous all-time high 
score, DHS’s Best Places to Work score in 2019 would have been approximately 60.0 
out of 100—a 15 percent improvement upon its actual score this year. DHS would 
have jumped up to rank 14th out of the 17 large agencies. 

Explanations for why DHS morale is low include that it is a large agency, with 
disparate components, and with a workforce that operates under stressful condi-
tions. These undoubtedly are all major challenges, but they can be overcome. The 
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Department of Veterans Affairs, larger than DHS, ranks 6th among large agencies 
in the Best Places rankings, with a score of 65.3. The Department of Commerce, 
also consisting of many distinct components, is the 4th-ranked large agency, with 
a score of 69.6. The intelligence community works under stressful conditions and 
claims the third spot among large agencies, with a score of 69.9. 

Areas of concern for DHS in 2019 include: 
• The Office of Countering Weapons of Mass Destruction (CWMD), which has a 

critical mission with no margin for error, ranks at the bottom of all subcompo-
nents across the Government—420 out of 420, with a score of only 18.1 out of 
100. 

• The Office of the Inspector General declined 4.9 points, Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement declined 3.7 points, and the Federal Law Enforcement Train-
ing Center declined 3.3 points. 

• Customs and Border Protection ranks 380th among the 420 subcomponents, 
and its score declined 2.1 points. The score is up 9 points from its 2015 low, 
but is still down 22 percent from its best score of 63.3 in 2010. 

• TSA’s score dropped 1.1 points, from 45.7 to 44.6. TSA’s score is up 9.1 points 
or 25.6 percent since 2016, but it has consistently struggled, never exceeding 
its highest score of 51.3 in 2010. 

FEVS responses show that the Government, on average, struggles with perform-
ance management, and DHS struggles a little more than most. When asked if they 
agreed that, in their work unit, steps are taken to deal with a poor performer who 
cannot or will not improve, 27.3 percent at DHS agreed, compared to 30.2 percent 
Government-wide. Only 27.5 percent at DHS agreed that promotions in their unit 
are based on merit, compared to 36.2 percent Government-wide. 

The Department also needs to make progress on creating a culture of innovation. 
The Department’s score in the Best Places innovation category was up 0.9 but still 
last among large agencies in this category. For context, DHS lags a full 26.4 points 
behind NASA, the leader in this category. When asked whether innovation and cre-
ativity are rewarded, only 32.7 percent of DHS respondents agree, compared to 41.4 
percent Government-wide. NASA also had the highest score on this question with 
70 percent agreeing. 

Also, DHS trails even further behind the Government overall on engagement in 
comparison to the private sector, lagging 24.7 points below the private-sector en-
gagement score. This is troubling, given that DHS must compete with the broader 
labor market for specialized talent in fields such as cybersecurity. 

WHY IS DHS MORALE LOW? 

You have asked me to comment on why DHS has been consistently low over the 
entire life span of the Department. I will focus my response on 3 areas—perform-
ance metrics, Congressional stewardship, and leadership. 
Data and Performance Metrics 

While the FEVS is a valuable resource for leaders—from Cabinet secretaries to 
front-line supervisors—it is only the beginning of the conversation. The annual sur-
vey and the Best Places data highlight areas of success or concern but provide little 
insight into the root causes for changes in satisfaction or the preferences and moti-
vations of a diverse and multi-generational workforce. John Kamensky of the IBM 
Center for the Business of Government has similarly noted that agencies have plen-
ty of data but are ‘‘information poor,’’5 meaning data is most helpful when it can 
be turned into useful insights that inform decision making. 

Also, since FEVS rankings are administered annually they only capture a single 
snapshot of agency health. The 2019 survey was administered in 2 waves, beginning 
May 13 and May 20,6 meaning that employee responses reflect morale and views 
during that time and can only measure the questions asked. And agencies typically 
don’t get their FEVS results until many months after the survey. 

To fully understand the factors that contribute to employee morale and perform-
ance, agency leaders would benefit from a rich and diverse menu of data, measures 
and information. The FEVS is one tool, but it should be augmented with others like 
pulse surveys, focus groups, town halls and interviews to better understand the 
complexities of the employee experience behind the numbers. Exit interviews pro-
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vide valuable insight into the reasons people leave an organization. Measures of hir-
ing effectiveness provide insight into whether an agency is able to recruit the talent 
it needs, and demographic information helps determine whether an agency is em-
ploying and retaining a diverse workforce. Customer satisfaction data are a valuable 
indicator of how successfully agencies are serving the public, and trends in budget 
and spending will reflect areas of investment and emphasis over time. All of this 
and more should be leveraged to provide leaders with the performance insights 
needed to make smart decisions for the Department and its workforce. It is also im-
portant for Congress to use data, in all its forms, to inform oversight and legislative 
activities. 

Links between employee engagement scores and other performance metrics are 
not always evident to agencies, but when they are, they can be very powerful. For 
example, in our analysis of data from 150 VA medical centers, over a 3-year period, 
we found that medical centers with stronger employee engagement had higher pa-
tient satisfaction, better call-center performance and lower turnover among reg-
istered nurses.7 With 89.3 percent of all Federal employees, and 86.9 percent of 
DHS employees, believing that their work is important, it stands to bear that em-
ployee engagement and customer service are mutually reinforcing. 

The VA call centers mentioned in our analysis are one of 25 Federal Government 
services that have been identified by the Office of Management and Budget as hav-
ing a high impact on the public.8 DHS provides 4 of these ‘‘high-impact’’ services— 
airport security checkpoints (TSA), emergency and disaster assistance (FEMA), im-
migration services (USCIS) and traveler services like the Trusted Traveler Program 
(CBP). At the VA, strengthening employee engagement has been a critical compo-
nent of their strategy to improve services to veterans, and partially due to these ef-
forts, trust in the VA among veterans has risen dramatically over the last few years. 
DHS components have a similar opportunity to look holistically at a variety of data 
sources to understand how employee engagement scores affect other key perform-
ance measures. 

In the final analysis, data are a great tool to identify areas of success or concern, 
and in turn this points agency leaders and Congress where attention is most need-
ed—but data alone does not solve problems. Agencies, agency leaders and their Con-
gressional committees need to use the data to take action. This is especially true 
with respect to the FEVS, where only 35.5 percent of employees at DHS believe that 
the survey will be used to make meaningful improvements. 

CONGRESSIONAL STEWARDSHIP 

Congress also has responsibility for Federal employee morale through its steward-
ship of Federal agencies. 

Again, the overall FEVS score for DHS, with only a slight drop, shows a remark-
able resiliency of the Department’s workforce in the aftermath of a shutdown. Un-
doubtedly, though, budget instability—shutdowns, threats of shutdowns, and con-
tinuing resolutions—are detrimental to agencies. 

Since its inception, DHS has been subject to 3 shutdowns—one of 16 days in fiscal 
year 2014, one of 2 days in fiscal year 2018, and the 35-day shutdown in fiscal year 
2019. The Department has also operated under 40 continuing resolutions over the 
last 10 years,9 many of which have come to the brink of another shutdown until 
Congress extended the life of the continuing resolution at the last minute. 

This constant budget instability requires leaders, managers, and employees at all 
levels to divert attention from mission accomplishment and management priorities 
(including employee engagement) to contingency planning. Continuing resolutions 
make long-term planning impossible, and even the threat of a Government shut-
down results in a huge waste of taxpayer dollars as agencies must notify grantees, 
partners, vendors, and their own employees to prepare. 

Following the most recent Government shutdown, many lawmakers proposed or 
supported legislation to make Government shutdowns a thing of the past. Ideas in-
clude automatic continuing resolutions when Congress fails to pass appropriations 
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bills on time, keeping Members of Congress in Washington until appropriations bills 
are passed or making appropriations bills the only business in order. We encourage 
you in these efforts and believe that on-time appropriations and predictable funding 
would improve morale at the Department and encourage innovation and mission ac-
complishment. 

The over-abundance of committees with jurisdiction over DHS also complicates 
the management of the Department. With over 100 committees and subcommittees 
having jurisdiction over the Department, its leaders often receive conflicting direc-
tives that hinder the functioning of the Department. This problem was recognized 
as early as the 9/11 Commission, which recommended consolidation of jurisdiction, 
but the oversight of the Department today remains as splintered as when its doors 
opened in 2003. 
Leadership 

Since the Best Places rankings began in 2003, one thing has been clear—leader-
ship is the No. 1 driver of employee engagement. Good leaders motivate and advo-
cate for their employees, build trust and create the conditions necessary for employ-
ees to perform at their best. 

In 2019, the Partnership developed the Public Service Leadership Model. The 
model identifies the core values that leaders must prioritize and the critical com-
petencies they must master to achieve their agencies’ missions and desired impact. 
These include setting a vision, empowering others and being accountable for results. 
We were proud to create this model with a bipartisan group of distinguished leaders 
from the public and private sectors, and in the months to come we hope to work 
with Congress, the Executive branch, and others to improve and measure overall 
leadership effectiveness. 

While the DHS Best Places score for effective senior leadership went up 1.2 points 
in 2019 (to 41.1), the Department still ranks below 13 other large agencies in that 
category. With a score of 49.3, the Department ranks last among its large-agency 
peers in overall effective leadership (an umbrella category that includes questions 
on senior leaders, supervisors, fairness, and empowerment). 

One factor that may exacerbate the leadership challenges at DHS is the high de-
gree of turnover in Senate-confirmed roles and the fact that many are, and have 
been, vacant altogether. Currently, DHS has more vacancies in Senate-confirmed 
positions than any other department, with only 41 percent of those positions filled 
by a Senate-confirmed appointee. The Department has been without a Senate-con-
firmed secretary for 266 days, without a Senate-confirmed deputy secretary for 640 
days, and without a Senate-confirmed under secretary for management for 280 days, 
and there are no nominees for these positions. Other key positions that are vacant 
with no nominee are the general counsel, the under secretary for science and tech-
nology, and the director of U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services. Nominations 
for several other positions are languishing in the Senate: The chief financial officer 
(pending since March 2019), the director of Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
(pending since May 2019), and the administrator of the Federal Emergency Manage-
ment Agency (pending since October 2019).10 

While concurrent long-standing vacancies in the Department’s leadership have 
created a unique situation for the Department, unfilled positions are not new. For 
example, at the time of Jeh Johnson’s nomination hearing for DHS Secretary in No-
vember 2013, there were 9 vacancies in PAS positions at DHS, including the posi-
tions of secretary and deputy secretary.11 Then-nominee Johnson stated that if con-
firmed, his immediate priority starting on the day he took the oath would be to 
work with the White House and Senate to fill the vacancies in senior leadership 
across the Department.12 

The reality is that acting officials—even if they are seasoned and highly regarded 
individuals—often lack the full perceived authority that flows from Senate confirma-
tion. Many acting officials do not feel like it is their place to make long-term policy, 
operational, or management decisions that will bind their successors. 
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I often make an analogy to substitute teachers here—they may be skilled profes-
sionals who have much to offer the students but they are not perceived by those 
around them as having the full authority of the teacher, and they do not view them-
selves as having the right to make decisions with long-term impact. Thad Allen, the 
former commandant of the Coast Guard, has said that when there is a vacancy, 
‘‘people who are in an acting capacity feel they do not have the power to make long- 
term changes and do what they need to do.’’13 Senior-level vacancies stymie decision 
making, divert attention from management issues, slow hiring decisions for other 
key positions, make employees feel uncertain about the future or importance of their 
organization, and detract from the mission as acting officials turn their focus to 
finding temporary replacements to act in their own positions. 

The Partnership for Public Service launched the Political Appointments Tracker 
with the Washington Post in 2017 to track roughly 700 key Executive branch nomi-
nations through the confirmation process. These positions include secretaries, dep-
uty and assistant secretaries, C-suite positions, general counsels, and other posi-
tions that require Senate confirmation. A look at DHS reveals a history of turnover 
in key positions, and a grab-bag of nominations submitted and withdrawn, an-
nounced but not formally submitted or waiting months for Senate action. 

While there are many reasons that positions subject to Senate confirmation may 
be vacant, it is clear that the process for filling these critical roles has become cum-
bersome, complex, and politicized to the point that many jobs remain empty and tal-
ented people are reluctant to serve. Congress, in particular the Senate given its ad-
vice and consent role, has an opportunity to improve this process before the next 
election and we would be pleased to share ideas with the subcommittee if that 
would be of interest. 

Vacancies are not the only leadership challenge in Government. Over the years 
and across the Government, political leaders often have kept their focus on policy 
and not the management of the agencies they lead, which means employee morale 
is not a top priority. Political leaders typically have shorter tenures in office which 
do not align to the long-term efforts needed to improve employee engagement or ad-
dress management challenges. 

At the same time, many senior career leaders who are tasked with management 
and employee engagement are technical experts in their field who lack strong man-
agement skills. Government-wide, only 41.8 percent (and only 33.8 percent at DHS) 
believe that leaders in their organization generate high levels of motivation and 
commitment in the workforce. This underscores the importance of choosing only peo-
ple who have the desire and aptitude to manage people for Executive-level manage-
ment roles and equipping Federal leaders with the tools and training necessary to 
lead people effectively. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Both the Department and Congress have a role to play in efforts to improve em-
ployee satisfaction. 

For its part, Congress should: 
• Continue oversight.—The subcommittee today is helping to identify long-stand-

ing problems with DHS morale and find solutions. We encourage you to make 
this hearing an annual occurrence. The subcommittee could follow up by hold-
ing a hearing on DHS subcomponents that are doing well with employee en-
gagement, to help celebrate success and encourage replication. Members of Con-
gress should also visit the Department’s offices, both in the National Capital 
Region and in the field, to get insight from managers and employees on the 
front lines. 

• Hold leaders accountable.—In addition to holding leaders accountable through 
oversight, this committee may want to consider the approach taken by the VA 
Choice and Quality Employment Act of 2017, which requires performance plans 
for VA political employees.14 Performance plans for political appointees should 
include managing their organizations and not just implementing policy, and 
supporting efforts to recruit and retain highly qualified talent, develop future 
leaders, engage employees, and hold subordinate managers accountable for ad-
dressing performance. 

• Provide continuity in management positions.—To help provide continuity of op-
erations and a long-term vision for the Department, this committee should con-
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sider converting political positions responsible for overall management and op-
erations—for example, some of the C-suite positions—to career executive posi-
tions to be filled by individuals who are experts in their field, with fixed terms 
and performance contracts. Another approach would be to change the expecta-
tion that certain politically-appointed positions turn over with a change in ad-
ministration; inspectors general are appointed without regard to political affili-
ation and in general they are not asked to resign at the end of a President’s 
term. The IGs provide a useful model for other roles where the duties are man-
agement and operations versus policy, and where sustained leadership and in-
stitutional knowledge would improve the Department’s ability to implement 
changes over time. The position of under secretary for management is one posi-
tion that might benefit from a new model. In the span of the last 5 years, the 
position has changed hands 5 times, as leadership has bounced from confirmed 
to acting leaders. A long-term position, whether by statute or expectation, to 
span administrations could set the expectation that the office holder is driving 
long-term management initiatives and should be insulated to some extent from 
political whirlwinds. The position of comptroller general at the Government Ac-
countability Office is one such model. 

• Provide budget stability.—Bipartisan legislation 15 introduced by Senators 
James Lankford and Maggie Hassan would provide for an automatic continuing 
resolution at prior year spending levels when Congress and the President fail 
to agree on spending levels before expiration of existing appropriations. The bill 
would also prohibit official travel and require Congress to prioritize consider-
ation of appropriations until new spending bills are enacted. This bill is an ef-
fective mix of carrots and sticks to avoid shutdowns. Congress should also con-
sider other budget process reforms, such as adoption of a biennial budget reso-
lution and multi-year appropriations, to provide more budget stability. 

• Consolidate Congressional jurisdiction over DHS.—The leaders of the House 
and Senate should streamline committee jurisdiction over the Department or, 
at a minimum, initiate a review. A bipartisan review commission was proposed 
in the last Congress as part of the Department of Homeland Security Authoriza-
tion Act, which did not see final passage.16 

• Modernize the Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey.—The statute requiring an-
nual employee satisfaction surveys dates to 2003.17 Congress should modernize 
the law to ensure that the FEVS continues, that all agencies participate in the 
survey and that the data is comparable across agencies and agency components. 
The survey itself should be easy for Federal employees to take, including em-
ployees in the field like border patrol agents and TSA screeners, and agencies 
should receive their data in a timely way that allows them to act on the results 
before the next survey is in the field. 

DHS should: 
• Continue to improve data and metrics.—In its last High-Risk update, GAO 

found that DHS has made progress establishing metrics of success within com-
ponents’ action plans for addressing employee satisfaction problems. This is 
never a one-and-done exercise.18 The Department will need to continue to use 
the data to probe frustrations with workforce processes, technology or norms, 
including by soliciting feedback from employees and employee organizations. 
Pulse surveys and exit surveys are also useful tools to supplement the FEVS. 
Leaders then need to work with managers and employees to translate the vision 
into action, with a clear and effective communications strategy. Finally, leaders 
must hold themselves accountable through their performance plans, and cele-
brate success. 

• Ensure that political leaders are focused on engagement and management.—The 
Department’s senior political leaders should be individuals who have experience 
managing large organizations and accept responsibility for the performance and 
operations of the Department. They should be held accountable for manage-
ment, including employee engagement, in their performance plans. The Depart-
ment should also maintain a robust orientation program for new political ap-
pointees—some of whom may be new to the Federal Government. This would 
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improve political appointees’ ability to increase employee engagement, improve 
retention, enhance performance, and work within and across agencies to achieve 
results. 

• Enhance career leadership development.—DHS should be commended for its 
commitment to leadership development efforts such as the DHS Executive Cap-
stone program, training for DHS executives that focuses on the development of 
key leadership qualities but also looks to broaden the executives’ awareness of 
leadership decision making and their role across Government. The Partnership 
is proud to work with DHS in delivering the curriculum for this program. The 
Department should continue to strengthen and invest in leadership training at 
all levels to improve the skills of existing leaders and develop the next genera-
tion of leaders. These efforts should include manager and supervisor training, 
rotation requirements for aspiring leaders (so that they understand the Depart-
ment as a whole), and other mobility opportunities that give leaders a greater 
depth of experience. 

• Create a culture of continual learning, reskilling, and upskilling.—The Depart-
ment’s scores on training and development have been trending up since 2015, 
but once again this is a category where DHS ranks last among large agencies. 
Only 33.4 percent of DHS employees are satisfied with their opportunity to get 
a better job within their organization. Our recent look at reskilling and 
upskilling in both Government and the private sector reaffirms these efforts in 
the President’s Management Agenda.19 Opportunities for rotations, public-pri-
vate talent exchanges, and other professional development opportunities not 
only speak to a workforce that increasingly expects mobility in careers, but also 
helps break down stovepipes. 

Both Executive and Legislative branches should: 
• Work to fill vacancies.—While the President has the responsibility for making 

nominations, Congress should, where appropriate, convert Senate-confirmed po-
sitions to Presidential appointments not requiring confirmation, and should 
work to reduce the overall number of appointments. This would allow the White 
House to focus on the most important appointees. The Partnership has also rec-
ommended that the Senate revisit its ‘‘privileged nomination’’ process to make 
it the streamlined process it was intended to be for nominations that are not 
controversial, and to work with the Executive branch to streamline the paper-
work required of nominees. Congress should also reexamine the Federal Vacan-
cies Reform Act to ensure clarity in the law, including surrounding the inter-
play of the FVRA and agency-specific succession acts. 

CONCLUSION 

As recently as 2017, the Partnership recognized DHS as the most improved large 
agency in our rankings. With attention to the recommendations discussed today— 
and with the help and support of Congress—the Department could reclaim that 
mantle and make even further progress. Again, thank you for the opportunity to ap-
pear before the subcommittee today. I look forward to continuing to work with both 
the subcommittee and the Department in support of strengthening DHS employ-
ment engagement. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Wow, impeccably timed, Mr. Stier. That was 
well-done. 

I thank all of the witnesses for their testimony. 
I will remind each Member that he or she will have 5 minutes 

to question the panel. 
I will now recognize myself for questions. 
According to the ‘‘Best Places to Work’’ rankings produced by the 

Partnership for Public Service since 2012, the Department of 
Homeland Security has ranked last among all large Federal agen-
cies. It also ranks, as I mentioned before, last among agencies in-
volved in the National security space. 

I want to start with Mr. Currie, and then I will go to Ms. Bailey. 
What are your reactions to these rankings? 
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Actually, I will start with you, Ms. Bailey. What are your reac-
tions to these rankings? Do you believe the Department suffers 
from low morale? 

Ms. BAILEY. I appreciate the question, Chairwoman. 
With regard to the rankings, it is something that absolutely that 

we pay attention to, as well as we pay attention to the FEVS scores 
in total. One of the things that we try to do is pivot off of that and 
look down into the root causes, get out into the field and actually 
talk not only to the leadership, but talk to the employees them-
selves. 

I have gone down to the border several times. I have gone out 
to the FEMA installations, to TSA, to a variety of places, and sat 
down with the employees and really talked through with them, not 
so much about our—I am sorry. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Just to make sure, do you believe that DHS 
does suffer from low morale? 

Ms. BAILEY. I believe that we certainly have room for improve-
ment, but as far as from a morale standpoint, I think one of the 
other things that we also look at is the fact that—and I believe it 
was mentioned earlier—that 86 percent of our employees will put 
in the extra effort to get the job done, that they believe in the mis-
sion that they are doing. 

So even despite everything that they are doing, the austere con-
ditions, the difficult work, and sometimes thankless job that they 
have, they still every day come to work and try to do the very best 
that they possibly can. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. It is clear you have some exceptional employ-
ees, and we need to recognize that as we work to improve morale 
so that folks feel supported in their jobs. 

Mr. Currie, Ms. Bailey mentioned a few of the reasons, the aus-
tere conditions, the difficult job. Do you feel like that is a full and 
complete explanation for the low morale challenges? 

Mr. CURRIE. Oh, no way. I mean, I think there are a lot of agen-
cies across Government that have extremely difficult missions and 
that are under intense public and Congressional scrutiny, too. So 
it is not enough just to chalk the reasons up to those reasons. 

What we see in the root cause analysis and in the responses to 
the survey is there are a lot of just core management issues that 
come into play here, things that all of us want in a workplace that 
we come to every day. Do I trust my supervisor? Does management 
communicate with me? Is there transparency? Do I understand 
how I am rated? Are other employees held accountable for their 
performance? 

I mean, these are core management issues that all agencies, pri-
vate and public, face. I think DHS has made a lot of progress over 
the years maturing as a Department, but I think where they are 
with the scores now shows that they still have a long way to go. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Mr. Stier, do you have anything to add? 
Mr. STIER. I think that the real issue again is leadership. We see 

in our research that about two-thirds of the employee engagement 
scores are driven by perceptions of leadership. I think that is where 
the biggest gain can be made here. 

So, again, really important to give kudos to the good things that 
they have done already and to understand that we are talking 
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about an average when we talk about DHS, that you have got com-
ponents that are exceptional and then you have ones that are 
struggling more. So pulling that apart is very valuable. 

The other piece I would suggest is, even within those compo-
nents, when you pull them apart you can actually see huge vari-
ation, and that tells you a lot about what actually is possible. 

So just a mind exercise. If you took every component in DHS at 
their highest score over the course of the rankings we have done, 
they would be actually at 15 percent points higher, they would be 
a number at 60. So we know there is a higher ceiling there. Given 
other externalities, there still is a higher ceiling. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Great. So we are talking about the higher 
ceiling there. 

Mr. Currie, in terms of the current situation about where we are, 
what are the risks associated with not going back to that high ceil-
ing or finding those moments for increased morale? 

Mr. CURRIE. Well, I think that this is one of the things I wanted 
to mention today, is that I think sometimes there tends to be a 
tendency to look at human capital matters and morale separately 
from the mission, and they are not separate. It has been proven 
that places that have much higher morale and employee engage-
ments do better work, they are more productive, and they have less 
turnover, which is a huge problem, for example, in Customs and 
Border Protection with agent turnover. So morale has a huge im-
pact on the mission. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you. 
I will yield my time for now since I don’t have time for another 

question. The Chair recognizes the Ranking Member, the gen-
tleman from Texas, Mr. Crenshaw. 

Mr. CRENSHAW. Thank you, Chairwoman. 
Again, thank you all for being here. 
I want to start with flexibility in hiring and firing. It is one of 

the major issues that CBP, FPS, and other components face, is 
their authorized strength and meeting the billets that they have. 
That is one reason I proposed H.R. 1609, the Anti-Border Corrup-
tion Improvement Act, which would streamline hiring in CBP by 
giving waivers to law enforcement and military as far as the poly-
graph requirement goes. 

There is, of course, an issue with underperformers and how you 
deal with that, and how underperformers can sap the morale and 
energy of an organization. 

So, beginning with Ms. Bailey, maybe you could address that and 
how that does affect morale. I will leave it to the rest of the panel 
as well. 

Ms. BAILEY. There is no doubt that underperformers affect the 
morale of a work force. It is not just really a supervisor issue. It 
is a colleague issue as well. So it is something that we do focus our 
attention on. 

In fact, one of the things that we just established is a discipli-
nary process management oversight council that I am co-chair ac-
tually with Chief Huffman out of CBP. 

Every single component participates on that. We brought in our 
offices of professional responsibility as well as our security offices 
to really look at all of the allegations, look at how we are handling 
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those disciplinary actions, performance-based actions, and making 
sure that it is not just that we are consistent, but that we are actu-
ally handling those things in a timely fashion so that they are not 
just hanging out there. 

Because nothing is worse than us not just taking the action, but 
then not doing it in a timely fashion. So it is something that we 
are pretty dogged about in making sure that we address. 

Mr. CRENSHAW. If there is an action that would warrant removal 
of that employee, how long does it generally take to actually fire 
that employee? 

Ms. BAILEY. We actually looked into that. It can take anywhere 
from 120 to 240 days to actually remove an employee. 

Mr. CRENSHAW. What about hiring? Flexibility in hiring, how 
would that improve DHS morale? 

Ms. BAILEY. Well, one of the things that we have actually intro-
duced is the DHS Enhanced Hiring Act, and it has a two-prong ap-
proach to it that I think would actually help us to enhance our 
flexibility with hiring. 

One is that right now there are multiple ways for veterans to be 
able to be hired, all kinds of different hiring authorities. What we 
would love to do is consolidate that down to 1 so that we could hire 
any veteran, whether we are at a military transition center, a uni-
versity, a black hat event, wherever we are at, our ability to hire 
a veteran. 

We have talked to our own Veteran Service Organizations, and 
we have talked to the National Veterans Organizations as well 
with regard to this, because we really think it is important that we 
have the ability to hire veterans as efficiently as possible. 

The second prong of this is that once we maintain 20 percent or 
more of our veterans on board, which DHS is at almost 30 percent, 
that we have the ability then, through any source, to be able to 
hire the rest of our employees. 

Mr. CRENSHAW. That is excellent. 
We are going to come back to black-hat hiring, but before we do, 

Mr. Currie and Mr. Stier, do you have anything to add to the hir-
ing and firing flexibility? 

Mr. CURRIE. Well, I think your bill, I think one of the things it 
does is to allow people that we know are already vetted to not have 
to undergo all the vetting again. I think there is no way to argue 
that doesn’t make sense. 

The other thing I would say is hiring and firing, those are very 
concrete things, but I think organizations that have a strong per-
formance culture where even if you can’t fire people or it takes a 
year to fire someone, if they know their leaders are giving real 
feedback to people and they are being held accountable even within 
the agency, that makes a huge difference for people’s morale, too. 

Mr. STIER. I think that this is deeply entwined with the morale 
of the organization, because they are mission-based organizations, 
and having the right people doing the work well is fundamental to 
your connection to the ability to get stuff done. 

So I do think these are issues that ought to be focused on. I think 
Ms. Bailey, the legislation she talked about is an important step 
in the right direction. On the hiring side, it is way, way too chal-
lenging. 
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On the firing side, one thing I would advocate for is—and actu-
ally in both instances—that this is, in my view, the core part of 
this is actually a management problem as opposed to a rule prob-
lem, that managers aren’t actually either selected for their capa-
bilities around hiring and firing people, giving good performance 
feedback, and they are not held accountable for it. 

There are also some ways that you might do things that are easi-
er to change the overall system. So one proposal we have had is 
you have a year typical probation period. After that year, you be-
come nonprobationary. Our perspective is, why? Shouldn’t there 
have to be an affirmative choice by a manager that you meet the 
qualifications necessary to stay rather than having that done by 
default, so managers are actually doing their job. Did they, in fact, 
bring the right talent on board? If you do that, you are going to 
have many fewer people that you are going to have to fire. 

So I think there are solutions to this that are more than just, 
hey, let’s just make this simpler to fire people faster, that get at 
those management issues. 

Mr. CRENSHAW. Thank you. I yield back. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you. 
The Chair will now recognize other Members for questions they 

may wish to ask the witnesses. In accordance with our committee 
rules, I will recognize Members who are present at the start of the 
hearing, based on seniority on the subcommittee, alternating be-
tween Majority and Minority. Those Members coming in later will 
be recognized in order of their arrival. 

The Chair now recognizes the gentlewoman from California, Con-
gresswoman Barragán. 

Ms. BARRAGÁN. Thank you, Madam Chair. 
Ms. Bailey, did you take the survey? 
Ms. BAILEY. Yes. 
Ms. BARRAGÁN. So the first question on the survey says: Would 

you recommend your organization as a good place to work? 
Ms. BAILEY. Absolutely. 
Ms. BARRAGÁN. The second question is: Considering everything, 

how satisfied are you with your job, very satisfied, satisfied, nei-
ther satisfied, dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied? 

Ms. BAILEY. Very satisfied. 
Ms. BARRAGÁN. Considering everything, how satisfied are you 

with your organization? 
Ms. BAILEY. Very satisfied. 
Ms. BARRAGÁN. Why do you think your responses are so very dif-

ferent than those of your colleagues in your Department where you 
work, in your part of the organization, given that it ranked so low? 
Any idea? 

Ms. BAILEY. Well, one part of this is that I think my scores are 
reflective of many employees within DHS. As we have said before, 
you have USCIS, Coast Guard, who have some of the highest-rank-
ing component scores. We have Secret Service that has gone up by 
15 points. 

Ms. BARRAGÁN. Ms. Bailey, I am asking specifically about DHS’s 
Management Directorate itself, which houses the Office of Chief 
Human Capital Officer. Is that where you work? 

Ms. BAILEY. Yes. 
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Ms. BARRAGÁN. It is ranked in the bottom 25 percent of Federal 
offices and has seen employee morale decrease over the last 2 
years. So I am asking, why do you think your responses are so very 
different than your colleagues? Do you have any idea why that 
might be the case? 

Ms. BAILEY. One of the things that we really need to do is dig 
in a little bit deeper from the management level. I will tell you that 
we spend a tremendous amount of our time looking at the compo-
nents and seeing where they are going, addressing their root 
causes. 

So I would say that one of the areas that I would like to focus 
my attention on is digging in deeper into that issue. 

Why are my scores this way? Because I absolutely have fantastic 
leadership that supports me every step of the way, get the money 
that I need with regard to our Employee and Family Readiness 
programs. I have top-level support for what we are trying to do for 
the employees throughout the Department. That is the viewpoint 
I see. 

Ms. BARRAGÁN. Are those efforts that are being made now the 
ones you are mentioning that you want to see? Do you know if 
there is something being done on that to dig deeper? 

Ms. BAILEY. Absolutely, I know that those programs are being 
deployed. They are being deployed as we speak across the Depart-
ment. 

Ms. BARRAGÁN. OK. So you testified in your opening statement 
that workers are simply doing their job. Do you remember saying 
that? 

Ms. BAILEY. Yes. 
Ms. BARRAGÁN. Well, employees in the Department have been 

asked to carry out policies, some of which they don’t agree with. 
What do you think that does to employee morale? 

Ms. BAILEY. As employees of the Department of Homeland Secu-
rity it is really—and as civil servants—it is our responsibility to 
carry out the policies of the administration. 

Ms. BARRAGÁN. But do you think that carrying out a policy you 
don’t agree with decreases employee morale? 

Ms. BAILEY. I believe that there are areas in which we can work 
with our employees to help them better understand our policies, to 
ensure that they are able to carry those out to the best of their 
ability. 

Ms. BARRAGÁN. Well, then let’s talk about the separation of 
women and children. How has the policy of separating women and 
children from their parents affected DHS employee morale? You 
just said, let’s help them understand why they should do that. 
There is a good example of policy where we heard people did not 
agree with. They had to carry it out. How do you explain to that 
employee and say, this is why you should be doing this and this 
is why it is good policy? 

Ms. BAILEY. One of the things that we do is—and we really do 
sit down with the employees and just have a conversation with re-
gard to the policies, make sure that they are able to carry out these 
policies. 

Ms. BARRAGÁN. I am asking a very specific question, Ms. Bailey. 
It is a very specific question. Do you think that employees who 
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have to carry out this inhumane policy to separate children from 
their parents, do you think that helped employee morale? It is a 
yes or no. 

Ms. BAILEY. You know, without the data to actually look at 
that—— 

Ms. BARRAGÁN. You don’t know the data about the impact that 
it had on children and parents and what that has done to employ-
ees? 

You, yourself, mentioned, Ms. Bailey, that these employees are 
mothers and fathers. You don’t think there was an impact, that 
there was an employee who has children, to see these children 
ripped away from their parents, as parents themselves? You 
don’t—you want to see data on that? Really? 

That is kind-of sad, because you have just got to look at parents 
and ask them, and your coworkers. There is not data to look at 
here, although there is plenty of data about the mental health im-
pacts this has had on children and parents. So if you don’t start 
by identifying that, then I think that is a concern. 

With that, I yield back. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you. 
The Chair now recognizes for 5 minutes the gentleman from Lou-

isiana, Mr. Higgins. 
Mr. HIGGINS. Thank you, Madam Chair. 
Madam, gentlemen, thank you for appearing today. I have a cou-

ple of phases to my questions, so we are going to move rather 
quickly. 

One is referencing the responsibility of inflammatory or vitriolic 
rhetoric coming out of this body directed at DHS and how that 
might affect morale. 

Before I go there, let me ask, just yes or no across the board, 
have any of you ever been a member of the military or a member 
of, say, a paramilitary organization like a police force? 

Madam. 
Ms. BAILEY. No, but I was married to an Army veteran. 
Mr. HIGGINS. OK. Let me clarify. Outside of administration, have 

you worked the street or been in the field? It is not a derogatory 
question. We just need to clarify. 

Sir. 
Mr. CURRIE. No, sir. 
Mr. HIGGINS. Sir. 
Mr. STIER. No. 
Mr. HIGGINS. OK. Well, let me share with you that my experi-

ence, and I believe certainly my veteran colleagues on this com-
mittee would likely agree, morale has a tendency to be unit-specific 
or company-specific when measured generally. Platoon-specific, 
even individual-specific. That there is always that guy that is the 
light of the group and lends increased morale to his colleagues, his 
brothers and sisters that he serves with. So the vastness of the 
DHS and how it is structured or not structured I am going to get 
to. 

Before I get there, let’s talk about inflammatory and vitriolic 
statements. Members of this Congress, for example, have made ac-
cusations that DHS was intentionally killing young immigrant chil-
dren, made comments that DHS exists within a culture of violence 
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and racism, made comments that DHS is a rogue agency operating 
beyond the bounds of the law, made comments that DHS is run-
ning concentration camps along the Southern U.S. Border. 

On top of that, months of denial that a crisis at our Southern 
Border even existed, followed by months of delay to issue supple-
mental funding to address it. 

So I ask the panel, yes or no, do you acknowledge that vitriol 
from elected officials has no doubt contributed to the very morale 
that we are discussing? Do you think demonizing rhetoric coming 
from Members of Congress and shared heavily by the media can 
have damaging effects on morale at DHS? 

Ms. Bailey. 
Ms. BAILEY. Yes, and I have seen the personal effects of it. 
Mr. HIGGINS. Mr. Currie. 
Mr. CURRIE. Well, I don’t have any way of measuring it, but I 

don’t see how it could help. 
Mr. HIGGINS. Good answer. 
Mr. Stier. 
Mr. STIER. Certainly public figures who denigrate civil servants, 

that will cause a reduction in morale. 
Mr. HIGGINS. OK. Thank you, madam and gentlemen. 
Moving quickly to my next phase. Of the 17 agencies, Mr. Stier, 

that you state that DHS ranked 17 of 17, quote/unquote, large 
agencies in the matrix that you measure, does DHS have the dubi-
ous distinction of being the only large agency that has never been 
fully authorized by this Congress? 

Mr. STIER. I believe that is correct. 
Mr. HIGGINS. I believe you are correct in your answer, sir. 
Mr. STIER. Thank you. 
Mr. HIGGINS. In the 115th Congress, under Chairman McCaul, 

we passed a bill through this House granting full authorization for 
DHS which didn’t go anywhere. Many Members of this Congress, 
my colleagues across the aisle, voted against that full authoriza-
tion, and it could not get past cloture in the Senate to get to the 
floor vote. 

So DHS in your opening statement you said operates under an 
overabundance of committees with jurisdiction over DHS. This is 
precisely what full authorization of DHS would fix, because it cur-
rently exists as a fractured agency reflective of the many agencies 
that existed prior to the manifestation of DHS. You have jurisdic-
tion across 8 or 9 committees rather than focused on one central 
control and command and one committee, which should be this 
committee, Madam Chair, this committee as a whole, with over-
sight responsibilities for DHS. 

So I would suggest to my colleagues on both sides of the aisle 
that we focus on fixing the problems that we know to exist, that 
we should function as a Congress and bring full authorization to 
DHS, and address the words that we use out of this body to discuss 
these men and women. 

Madam Chair, I yield. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you very much. 
We are going to do a second round of questions if folks want to 

stick around. I appreciate the comment, in terms of focusing on the 
things we can change. 
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With that, Mr. Stier, you mentioned in your opening comments 
some of the improvements that have been made through compo-
nents like the Coast Guard, Cyber—CISA, as well as the Secret 
Service. Can you provide some highlights and some top lines for 
lessons learned there that might be applied more Department- 
wide? 

Mr. STIER. Certainly. I think it again comes down to leaders who 
are doing great jobs. I would point to Tex Alles again, who was 
the—he may have been the first non-Secret Service agent to be-
come the head of that component. I think he turned it around and 
did a fabulous job. He is now the acting under secretary. 

It underscores another one of the recommendations, which would 
be if you had someone like that who was there for 5, 6, 7, 8 years 
in the under secretary for management position, I think you would 
see all kinds of great things that could happen. 

It begins with the point that Chris made, which is a recognition 
that, fundamentally, mission is about people, that mission is about 
having people who are the right folks in the job, who are supported 
in doing what they care about. 

One other I think stat that we have not yet cited which I think 
is so phenomenally powerful, and it is true at DHS and it is true 
across the entire Government, and that is that the people are there 
for the mission. So it is close to 94 percent of the DHS work force 
would go the extra mile in order to get the job done. 

What is interesting is NASA is the No. 1 agency in our rankings. 
Those numbers are not really any fundamentally different. The 
mission commitment numbers are the same. It is really the leader-
ship numbers that change. 

So you asked for specific examples, and I think it begins at the 
top. It begins with leaders who see this as a primary part of their 
function, and it is about creating that relationship of trust with 
their work force, so that they are able to believe that their voice 
is being heard and being responded to in a fundamental way. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you. 
Mr. STIER. So a lot of this stuff seems very straightforward and 

basic, but, in truth, it is and it is also not done all that often. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you, Mr. Stier. 
Mr. Currie, do you have anything to add? 
Mr. CURRIE. I would like to piggyback off that issue of trust. I 

think one of the things we have noticed in components that have 
increased their scores is that there has been a concerted effort by 
the leadership to listen to the employees, and not just listen to the 
employees, but actually show them how they are implementing 
their suggestions and implementing their feedback, because that 
builds trust. There are a lot of very specific things you can do to 
address that. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you, Mr. Currie. 
Ms. Bailey, can you explain any efforts that you have on-going 

to listen to the employees and then show that you are responding 
to their feedback? 

Ms. BAILEY. Yes, absolutely. I think one of them is our Employee 
and Family Readiness initiative actually is something I would real-
ly like to talk about, because the FEVS scores really only tell you 
a bit of the picture. Going down and actually sitting down with the 
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employees and talking to them and trying to understand what it 
is that really could help them not just on the job but also help 
them as a whole person. 

So some of the things that we have really looked at is the general 
stress. When you are out on the border—and I have witnessed 
agents whose hands are shaking as they are trying to in-process a 
6-year-old that they found abandoned in the desert. I have wit-
nessed when they—I have not witnessed, but I get the suicides that 
come across my desk. Just today, right before I came in here, an-
other Border Patrol agent died. 

So, seeing all of these kinds of things, we know that we have to 
treat this issue as the whole person. So it is not just about the em-
ployee—— 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. I am sorry, I just want to make sure I can 
get specifically how you have shown that you are responding to em-
ployee feedback. 

Ms. BAILEY. So in meeting with them, we know that general 
stress, dealing with their personal relationship issues. We have de-
livered training for them, mindfulness training, to help them with 
their general stress. We have delivered stronger bonds training to 
help them with their personal relationships. 

We have delivered financial literacy for them to help them with 
their financial concerns. We have also created a mental health 
website to help them with their mental health as well and intro-
duce them to employee assistance programs and dependent care as 
well. 

So those are examples of how we have listened to them and we 
have deployed what they have asked for. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you, Ms. Bailey. 
Just quickly, one of the main concerns that was highlighted was 

the failure in leadership opportunity and creating training within 
leadership. So can you explain any plans you have for new pro-
grams within that space? 

Ms. BAILEY. Yes, absolutely. 
So with regard to leadership development, it is not just about our 

SES. We have fantastic programs for our SES, in fact, some of the 
best I have seen in my 38 years. 

But one of the other things that we are doing is trying to go 
down much deeper into the organization and provide leadership de-
velopment training for all of our employees. So we have things 
called joint fellows programs, joint duty programs, bridges pro-
grams that help at the 7/9/11 level. 

So the point is is that what we are really trying to do is create 
a leadership cadre with every employee, not just our leadership. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you very much. 
My time has expired. I now recognize my colleague, the gen-

tleman from Texas, Mr. Crenshaw. 
Mr. CRENSHAW. Thank you. 
Regarding the question, assuming it was asked in good faith, 

about the decrease in morale because of policies needed to be im-
plemented by the administration, it is worth pointing out the child 
separation policy was ended in June 2018, and yet 2019 we had a 
decrease in ICE and CBP morale. 
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I don’t yell at CBP agents; I talk to them. I talk to hundreds of 
them. It is pretty obvious to me what worries them. The fact that 
people are literally attacking ICE facilities and verbally attacking 
them from the highest places in Government, it is pretty obvious 
what keeps them awake at night. 

But back to what is working. I mentioned before I wanted to get 
to the black hat hiring. A lot of people don’t realize what that is, 
but that involves cyber work force, which is extremely important 
considering what will inevitably be an increase in cyber attacks on 
the homeland as we engage with actors like Russia, China, Iran, 
and nonstate actors, and the need to protect our infrastructure and 
private industry. 

So tell me about black hat hiring and how that is increasing our 
hiring flexibility and helpful toward Homeland Security. 

Ms. BAILEY. Yes, Congressman. 
Well, one of the things that we did—and thank you to Con-

gress—actually is we received Title 6 authority, which gave us the 
authority to basically look at our cybersecurity work force and 
recreate everything about the way that we recruit, hire, retain, 
pay, compensate our cyber work force. 

We have taken absolute full advantage of that, giving us the op-
portunity now to be able to go into some of these different con-
ferences, hold job hiring events at that point, and be able to hire 
these folks on the spot. We are able to do market-sensitive pay, so 
that we can pay them in accordance with what they should be paid 
and not be tied to the antiquated GS system. 

We will also eliminate the classification and the qualification. It 
is based on a 1929 system that doesn’t work for anybody. So in-
stead, what we are going to do, we have worked with our subject- 
matter experts to make sure that the capabilities that we are going 
to hire folks for actually match the mission in which we have a 
need for. 

So, with that—and I have full support of CISA as well as our 
CIO community, and we will implement that this year. 

Mr. CRENSHAW. OK. How many more employees do you expect to 
hire under that new program? 

Ms. BAILEY. I think roughly—I am not sure it is going to be more 
employees. More so it is going to be that we are going to start— 
well, let me put it this way. We will hire probably about 150 this 
year, add another 350 next year. 

Mr. CRENSHAW. Mostly under CISA? 
Ms. BAILEY. Yes, mostly CISA. Then also our CISO community, 

that is our chief information security officer community, through-
out the Department. 

Mr. CRENSHAW. One question that has come up to me before is, 
thinking outside the box here and the ability of Border Patrol and 
ICE, there to be more flexibility between switching between Border 
Patrol and ICE, namely because of the locational preference. 

Ms. BAILEY. Right. 
Mr. CRENSHAW. Sort-of like if you think of the military on shore 

duty versus sea duty. 
Has there been any discussion of that? Is that feasible at all and 

would that help morale? 
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Ms. BAILEY. Yes, actually, and we track all of that. So one of the 
things that we have done for CBP—because you are absolutely 
right. After serving so much time on the border, it is kind-of like 
a deployment, if you will. Then what we have is a rotation program 
in which they can then opt to go to a different location. Or we work 
with them. ICE has a lot of more urban locations. So that way 
their spouses and their families have opportunities that they might 
not have had on a border town. So we have a lot of these. 

We also have instituted retention incentives, as well as special 
pay, critical pay, everything that we can think of to ensure that 
they are given what they need to do the job. 

Mr. CRENSHAW. Excellent. 
In my limited time left, recently there was I think a win for paid 

family leave in the Federal Government. How do you anticipate 
that playing out on both morale and also readiness? 

Ms. BAILEY. Well, I think it goes into effect in October. So OPM 
will regulate it, and we will have to see with that. 

But with us, I think it is just like any other flexibility. I mean, 
today they can use Family Medical Leave Act, they can use sick 
leave, annual leave, a variety of leave. 

So I think we will manage it the same way we do every other 
flexibility. I don’t anticipate that we are going to have a lot of dif-
ficulty, because we will at least be able to plan—hopefully 9 
months in advance, right?—that we can plan for the readiness that 
we will need to address. 

Mr. CRENSHAW. Excellent. Thank you. 
I yield back. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you. 
I now recognize for 5 minutes the gentlewoman from California, 

Ms. Barragán. 
Ms. BARRAGÁN. Thank you. 
Mr. Stier and Mr. Currie, the U.S. Secret Service is one of the 

departments, one of the areas that had been experiencing some 
negative morale, bad morale, maybe the best way to say it is a de-
crease in morale. For the last several years there has been a turn-
around there. The U.S. Secret Service Director, Mr. Randolph 
Alles, was part of the turnaround and was there when that was oc-
curring. 

I want to talk a little bit about when you denigrate employees. 
The President of the United States was doing that with the direc-
tor of the U.S. Secret Service while he was turning it around. He 
ridiculed him, calling him names before he fired him. 

What do you think that does to employee morale? 
Mr. CURRIE. Well, as I said when I answered Mr. Higgins, I don’t 

think it can help. But I think employee morale, frankly, is a lot 
more complicated when you are looking at an agency across 15,000 
to 20,000 people. There are just a number of factors that go into 
how people answer that survey. 

Ms. BARRAGÁN. I understand. I am trying to ask, you don’t—do 
you think there is a negative impact when the President of the 
United States is basically calling names of the director of the U.S. 
Secret Service who has been turning around the Secret Service to 
increase morale? 
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Mr. CURRIE. Well, ma’am, I don’t have any data showing what 
sort of impact that has on morale across such a large organization. 
It certainly doesn’t help morale, but I think there are so many fac-
tors that go into an individual’s morale as a component and a com-
ponent morale that I think it is a difficult question to answer. 

Ms. BARRAGÁN. Mr. Stier, do you have an opinion? 
Mr. STIER. So, Congresswoman, I think there is no question that 

when senior leaders in any aspect of our society, but certainly ones 
that are actually running the Government, have negative things to 
say about their employees or the civil servants that are there as 
career merit-based employees, it is a bad thing. 

Ms. BARRAGÁN. Thank you. Thank you for saying that. 
Mr. STIER. We ought to have political leaders across the board 

and just understand that this is a problem that we have seen not 
just now, but it is one that we have seen for decades. I think it is 
a mistake, because fundamentally these are folks that are working 
for the American people. They are working not for any particular 
policy that the political leadership decides. They are working on 
the basis of supporting the Constitution of the United States. 

So fundamentally one of the things that we do as an organization 
is the Service to America medals, where we try to highlight great 
stories of Federal employees. We would welcome—we are actually 
getting nominations right now—we would welcome nominations 
from any of you on the panel. 

We need to create a culture of recognition. In my view, again, 
focus on the good, you are going to create more uplift than any-
thing else that is possible to get done. 

Ms. BARRAGÁN. Great. 
Mr. Stier, there are currently 13 senior positions vacant through-

out the Department from the Secretary and deputy secretary to the 
heads of CBP and ICE. Most of these role are filled by acting offi-
cials. 

Mr. STIER. Yes. 
Ms. BARRAGÁN. What effect does a lack of permanent leadership 

have in an organization’s ability to promote that positive change 
you are talking about? 

Mr. STIER. The metaphor for me, it is like the substitute teacher 
we have all experienced before. You can be an amazing educator, 
but if you are the substitute teacher you don’t, yourself, perceive 
your job as the long-term difficult problems, and those on the out-
side, the class, the children, other teachers, don’t see you as that 
long-term partner either. So it diminishes the ability of leadership 
to do their job well, and it is a mistake. 

So I would say that part of the problem here is a systemic one. 
We have 1,200 Senate-confirmed positions. That is too many to ac-
tually get through the Senate. So one of the things we would advo-
cate for is fewer Senate-confirmed positions. Then disaggregating 
them, taking the operating ones, like the under secretary for man-
agement, away from the policy ones, and trying to create long-term 
continuity among them. 

One of the best things this committee could ever do for the De-
partment of Homeland Security is to keep Tex Alles in the job of 
under secretary for management as the confirmed individual in 
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there for a lengthy period of time. You would see huge improve-
ment. So creating that as a structural option would be fantastic. 

Ms. BARRAGÁN. Great. 
Thank you. I yield back. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you. 
The Chair now recognizes for 5 minutes the gentleman from Lou-

isiana, Mr. Higgins. 
Mr. HIGGINS. Thank you, Madam Chair. 
Ms. Bailey, would you clarify for the committee and for the 

American people watching the survey that we are referring to 
across the agencies of DHS, how exactly is that survey adminis-
tered to the employees? 

Ms. BAILEY. The Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey? 
Mr. HIGGINS. Yes. 
Ms. BAILEY. It goes out by OPM to every employee who is on the 

rolls by, I think it is October 1. 
Mr. HIGGINS. So it is on-line? 
Ms. BAILEY. It is on-line. 
Mr. HIGGINS. OK. Is it mandatory or voluntary? 
Ms. BAILEY. It is voluntary. 
Mr. HIGGINS. All right. In your experiences, folks that are un-

happy make a little more noise than folks that are happy? 
Ms. BAILEY. We make a tremendous effort to make sure every-

body fills out that Employee Viewpoint—— 
Mr. HIGGINS. What kind of effort? Is there a great deal of encour-

agement to fill out the—you said it is voluntary. 
Ms. BAILEY. Yes. So sometimes we hold contests. We do different 

things that we have leadership really support—— 
Mr. HIGGINS. I see. So at the field level, there is a creative inter-

action—— 
Ms. BAILEY. Yes. 
Mr. HIGGINS [continuing]. Within that unit to encourage partici-

pation in the survey? 
Ms. BAILEY. Yes, because it gives us valuable information that 

allows us to at least have a jumping-off point to—— 
Mr. HIGGINS. OK. Thank you. I just wanted to clarify for all of 

us and for those watching that this is a voluntary survey, and DHS 
is doing its best to force it to—to permeate it through the entire 
agency. 

Ms. BAILEY. Yes. 
Mr. HIGGINS. It is quite a challenge to get everyone to fill out 

that survey, isn’t it? 
Ms. BAILEY. Well, yes, it is absolutely a challenge because not ev-

erybody has a computer. It is not Washington, DC. 
Mr. HIGGINS. Thank God. 
Ms. BAILEY. I can tell you, pulling a TSO off the line to take this 

can be a little bit challenging. But we have figured out a way to 
do it. 

Mr. HIGGINS. So let me ask your opinion about stress, Mr. Stier. 
Generally speaking, is it your experience that when an individual 
is in a period of stress they will be less satisfied with their job, es-
pecially if that is the cornerstone of what is creating the stress at 
their job? Would they be less satisfied with their job or more satis-
fied? 
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Mr. STIER. So I am going to just offer you a quick anecdote why 
I am going to give an answer that may not be what you are expect-
ing. 

When we first did the ‘‘Best Places to Work’’ rankings, the very 
first year, the Office of Management and Budget was the No. 1 
ranked agency. It was before we made small, medium, and large. 
No. 1 overall employee engagement. They were the last on work- 
life balance. 

The reason why they were No. 1 was they were working as hard 
as possible, they were working like dogs, but they knew that when 
they did was important and they felt important. 

So I would say to you, it depends on the nature of the stress. 
This is a mission-oriented work force. They care about what they 
are doing. Sometimes stress is part and parcel of achieving mis-
sion, and then it is going to be OK. If it is stress for wrong reasons, 
when you don’t know who your boss is going to be, when you don’t 
have the information you need to do your job well, if you don’t 
think you are going to get the help that you need, that kind of 
stress, not good for morale. 

Mr. HIGGINS. In the Department of Homeland Security some of 
the stresses we are dealing with, a complex woven web of chal-
lenges for the men and women, on the border dealing with remote 
areas, difficult to have opportunities for a family there, dealing 
with incredible volumes of crossings on the border that we have 
never seen before. The types of crossings, it certainly changed over 
the course of the last several years. 

I will leave you with this question, Mr. Stier, in my remaining 
time. If any reasonable person could have projected the kind of vol-
umes of crossings that we are dealing with on the border and the 
totality of circumstance that DHS is dealing with, and if one would 
have presumed, say, 5 or 6 years ago, that the Department would 
still have remained not fully authorized by Congress, would a rea-
sonable perspective from 5 or 6 years ago have projected a decline 
in morale, a challenged morale within the agency, based upon what 
we are dealing with right now? 

Mr. STIER. I think it is entirely dependent upon the leadership. 
So I am with you on the issue of the only recommendation from 

the 9/11 Commission that hasn’t been enacted is the one you are 
describing, which is Congress should create a mirror to the Execu-
tive branch. So entirely with you that that creates a lot of trouble 
for the Department, to have multiple oversight bodies. There 
shouldn’t be. There should be one. 

But I would say to you that all the challenges you are describing, 
good leaders can manage them, and good leaders that are both po-
litical and career, that have continuity, because, again, I think it 
is the short-term nature of the leadership that is a source point of 
a lot of the challenge, would be able to manage the kinds of dif-
ficulties you are describing very well. 

Mr. HIGGINS. Excellent. Very thoughtful and insightful answers. 
Madam Chair, I yield, and thank you for holding this hearing. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you. 
I thank all the witnesses for their valuable testimony and the 

Members for their questions. 
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Before adjourning, I ask unanimous consent to submit two state-
ments for the record. The first is from the National Treasury Em-
ployees Union, which represents Customs and Border Protection of-
ficers. The second statement is from the American Federation of 
Government Employees, which represents nearly 100,000 DHS em-
ployees. 

Without objection, so admitted. 
[The information follows:] 

STATEMENT OF ANTHONY M. REARDON, NATIONAL PRESIDENT, NATIONAL TREASURY 
EMPLOYEES UNION 

JANUARY 14, 2020 

Chairwoman Torres Small, Ranking Member Crenshaw, and distinguished Mem-
bers of the subcommittee, thank you for the opportunity to submit this statement 
for the record. As president of the National Treasury Employees Union (NTEU), I 
have the honor of leading a union that represents over 27,000 Customs and Border 
Protection (CBP) Office of Field Operations (OFO) employees, including CBP Offi-
cers, Agriculture Specialists and trade enforcement personnel stationed at 328 land, 
sea, and air ports of entry across the United States (U.S.) and 16 Preclearance sta-
tions in Ireland, the Caribbean, Canada, and United Arab Emirates airports. CBP’s 
OFO pursues a dual mission of safeguarding American ports, by protecting the pub-
lic from dangerous people and materials, while enhancing the Nation’s global and 
economic competitiveness by enabling legitimate trade and travel. CBP OFO em-
ployees are responsible for border security, including anti-terrorism, immigration, 
anti-smuggling, trade compliance, and agriculture protection at U.S. ports of entry. 

CBP OFO employees at the ports of entry are the second-largest source of revenue 
collection for the U.S. Government. In 2018, CBP processed more than $2.8 trillion 
in imports and collected approximately $44 billion in duties, taxes, and other fees. 
Their role of facilitating legal trade and travel is a significant economic driver for 
private-sector jobs and economic growth. According to CBP, for every 1,000 CBP Of-
ficers hired there is an increase in the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of $2 billion; 
$642 million in opportunity costs are saved (the amount of time that a traveler 
could be using for purposes other than waiting in line, such as working or enjoying 
leisure activities); and 33,148 annual jobs are added. 

In addition, according to the Joint Economic Committee (JEC), the volume of com-
merce crossing our borders has more than tripled in the past 25 years. Long wait 
times lead to delays and travel time uncertainty, which can increase supply chain 
and transportation costs. According to the Department of Commerce, border delays 
result in losses to output, wages, jobs, and tax revenue due to decreases in spending 
by companies, suppliers, and consumers. JEC research finds border delays cost the 
U.S. economy between $90 million and $5.8 billion each year. 

ON-GOING MORALE ISSUES AT DHS 

Adequate staffing at CBP ports of entry is critical to our Nation’s economic vital-
ity. In order to attract talented applicants, however, Federal agencies must also rec-
ognize the importance of employee engagement and fair treatment in their work-
place. Unfortunately, low morale has been a consistent challenge at DHS. For 6 con-
secutive years the Partnership for Public Service (PPS) Best Places to Work in the 
Federal Government ranked DHS last among large agencies surveyed. In 2019, PPS 
ranked CBP as 380th out of 420 component agencies surveyed with a drop of 2.1 
percent from 51.6 percent in 2018 to 49.5 percent in 2019. 

The Best Places to Work results raise serious questions about the Department’s 
ability to recruit and retain the top-notch personnel necessary to accomplish the 
critical missions that keep our country safe. If the agency’s goal is to build a work-
force that feels both valued and respected, these results show that the agency needs 
to make major changes in its treatment of employees. Wide-spread dissatisfaction 
with DHS management and leadership creates a morale problem that affects the 
safety of this Nation. 

Of particular concern to NTEU is the increase in suicides as the reported cause 
death of Federal employees. New data released by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics (BLS) in the past month shows that Federal employee suicides are at their high-
est level in at least 15 years, with suicides accounting for 28 percent of the 124 Fed-
eral employee job-related deaths in 2018. BLS records the event as a job-related sui-
cide if the suicide occurred at work or if it occurred elsewhere but can be definitively 
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linked back to work. Since 2011, the number of self-inflicted intentional fatalities 
among Federal workers has more than doubled to 35, although the Federal work-
force has remained approximately the same size. 

Most suicides continue to involve Federal employees in work related to law en-
forcement, such as CBP. In 2016, 15 of the 16 reported suicides were by Federal 
workers employed at a National security-related agency. At CBP, more than 100 
employees died by suicide between 2007 and 2018, according to the agency itself. 
NTEU applauds CBP for seeking additional funding for their Employee Assistance 
Program (EAP). We also appreciate that CBP agreed to add NTEU representatives 
to a CBP workgroup that is working to address the unacceptably high rate of sui-
cides among CBP personnel and develop a ‘‘Suicide Prevention Strategy.’’ It is vital 
that this workgroup continue to include rank-and-file members’ input as it develops 
a strategy to reduce the number of job-related suicides at CBP. 

NTEU also strongly supports H.R. 1433, the DHS Morale, Recognition, Learning 
and Engagement Act or the DHS MORALE Act. The MORALE Act was approved 
by the full House last year and is awaiting action by the Senate. The bill directs 
the Chief Human Capital Officer (CHCO) to analyze Government-wide Federal 
workforce satisfaction surveys to inform efforts to improve morale, maintain a cata-
logue of available employee development opportunities, and authorize the designa-
tion of a Chief Learning and Engagement Officer to assist the CHCO on employee 
development. 

H.R. 1433 also authorizes the establishment of an Employee Engagement Steering 
Committee comprised of representatives from across the Department, as well as in-
dividuals from employee labor organizations that represent DHS employees. Last, 
the bill authorizes the Secretary to establish an annual employee awards program 
to recognize non-supervisory DHS employees who have made a significant contribu-
tion to the Department. In our collective bargaining agreement with CBP, NTEU 
negotiated an extremely popular employee joint awards program. The Agency re-
tains the discretion to determine how much of its budget will be allocated for 
awards, but 85 percent of the total awards budgeted are recommended by a joint 
union/management awards committee to be distributed proportionately among bar-
gaining unit employees. NTEU recommends that DHS look at the negotiated CBP 
joint awards program as a model for an agency-wide program. 

While a major factor contributing to low morale at CBP is insufficient staffing and 
resources at the ports of entry, the provisions in the DHS MORALE Act will help 
to address non-staffing issues that affect employee morale by improving front-line 
employee engagement and establishing a statutory annual employee award pro-
gram. NTEU commends the committee and the House for approving the DHS MO-
RALE Act and urges the Senate to expeditiously do the same. 

Many of the sources of on-going employee morale issues at DHS are long-stand-
ing, but some are recent developments. A more recent cause is the lack of Senate- 
confirmed leaders at the top of the agency and among many of the components. 

Between 2003, when the agency was formed, and April 2019, there have been 6 
Senate-confirmed DHS Secretaries. In November, the administration named Chad 
Wolf as Acting Homeland Security Secretary, the third person to hold the Depart-
ment’s top job since April. The agency also has no official deputy secretary, and mul-
tiple components—including Immigration and Customs Enforcement, Customs and 
Border Protection, Federal Emergency Management Agency, and U.S. Citizenship 
and Immigration Services—lack a permanent leader. As you know, without Senate 
confirmation, agency leaders’ ability to effectively carry out the duties of a Cabinet 
official and component head is compromised. 

Keeping an acting official in an important position can be interpreted as a signal 
that the administration may not care much about that agency or that the acting 
agency head does not have the President’s full support. Morale takes a hit when 
senior positions go unfilled. Such conditions can lead to poor productivity and a 
weakened chain of command. NTEU urges Congress to insist that the administra-
tion stop the practice of filling DHS leadership vacancies with personnel operating 
in an ‘‘acting’’ capacity and send up nominations for confirmation by the Senate. 

A second source of uncertainty that undermines morale at CBP are the adminis-
tration’s workforce proposals that roll back existing civil service protections and ben-
efits and Executive Orders (EOs) that severely disrupt labor and employee relations 
in the Federal workplace. 

NTEU believes in and strongly supports the Merit System Principles, which en-
sure that individuals are hired to work for the Federal Government based on merit, 
without regard to their race, age, gender, political views, or relationship with the 
hiring official. NTEU also fully supports the application of veteran’s preference in 
hiring decisions as part of our obligation to help those who have worked so hard 
to defend our Nation and our freedom. DHS, in particular, has stated that it is com-

VerDate Mar 15 2010 10:28 Aug 10, 2020 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00050 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6621 H:\116TH\20OM0114\20OM0114 HEATH



47 

mitted to providing employment opportunities for our veterans and service members 
returning home from active duty and that it is the ideal employer to maximize the 
skills and training veterans have acquired while serving our country, as well as the 
commitment to serve and protect our Nation. 

At the same time, NTEU recognizes that the process used to hire new employees 
can be onerous. However, in our experience, some of the things that make the proc-
ess onerous are the complicated extra steps that agencies include in their hiring 
process due to long-standing practice or fear of future litigation rather than require-
ments directly tied to the statute. For example, over the years NTEU has had sig-
nificant concerns about the slow pace of hiring CBP Officers, some of which was due 
to concerns over how the polygraph test was being administered. While CBP has 
been making progress in reducing CBP Officer vacancies, they still struggle with a 
lack of funding to address on-going staffing shortfalls. 

Furthermore, despite on-going Congressional efforts to provide additional flexibili-
ties to agencies to improve the hiring process and the time it takes to hire a new 
employee, agencies rarely use more than a few of the multiple tools available to 
them. It is critical that any effort to improve the hiring process include sustained 
and comprehensive training for all agency Human Resources (HR) professionals and 
opportunities for H.R. professionals in various agencies, not just the CHCOs, to 
meet with each other and experts at the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) 
and share best practices and challenges they are facing. 

Proposals to ensure that hiring managers and subject-matter experts are part of 
the hiring process from the beginning and requiring part of a supervisor’s perform-
ance evaluation to be based on personnel management, recruiting, hiring, and 
human capital responsibilities also have merit and can help in reducing the time 
to hire. 

However, NTEU remains concerned with proposals to expand non-competitive eli-
gibility and hiring authorities such as that proposed in draft legislation that DHS 
provided to the Hill entitled, the Department of Homeland Security Enhanced Hir-
ing Act. History has shown that agencies have abused such flexibility; using these 
programs as the only method of hiring, which undermined veterans’ preference and 
civil service protections. Sweeping exemptions to hiring rules and regulations are 
extremely concerning as it could undermine the very principles that ensures that 
the civil service is non-partisan, based on merit, and reflects the citizenry it serves. 

Despite the challenges in on-boarding, changes to the hiring process will be of lit-
tle help if the Government cannot recruit and retain talented individuals. Govern-
ment shutdowns, unnecessary forced relocations and proposed agency closures, dis-
paragement by Government leaders who refer to Federal employees as bureaucrats 
or swamp creatures, pay freezes, threatened cuts to employee benefits, elimination 
of key work-life balance benefits such as telework, and on-going efforts to roll back 
employee collective bargaining and due process rights and protections all make it 
harder to recruit a new generation of civil servants and have led talented Federal 
employees to leave Federal service. 

Furthermore, recent OPM Employee Viewpoint Survey results show a drop in em-
ployee engagement scores, nearly 15 points below that of the private sector. Impor-
tantly, employee engagement is an outcome that depends on the actions of an orga-
nization, particularly the actions driven by leadership, managers, and those respon-
sible for recruitment, on-boarding, and other human resources functions. The extent 
to which employees feel passionate about their jobs and are committed to the orga-
nization has a direct link to the ability of agencies to recruit and retain skilled em-
ployees, improve performance, and meet their missions. 

FEDERAL EMPLOYEE PAY AND BENEFITS 

Federal employee pay also plays a significant role in improving morale and the 
Government’s ability to attract and retain top talent. Unfortunately, according to 
the President’s Pay Agent, years of below-market pay raises and pay freezes have 
increased the pay disparity between the Federal Government and the private sector 
to 32.71 percent, despite a 1990 Federal law aimed at reducing the pay gap to 5 
percent. This has a significant impact. While many Federal employees believe in 
Government service and agency mission is often listed as the No. 1 reason they 
work for the Federal Government, massive pay disparities with the private sector 
undermine morale and efforts to recruit and retain skilled individuals who are 
drawn to public service. 

While the President’s fiscal year 2020 budget request called for another pay 
freeze, NTEU is pleased that the President reversed course and, that in the end 
Federal employees received an average 3.1 percent increase, comprised of a 2.6 per-
cent across-the-board raise with 0.5 percent for locality pay, in the final fiscal year 
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2020 funding agreement. Federal employees, like all other Americans, face rising 
food, utility, college, and health care costs. Adding to employees’ concerns over pay 
are the administration’s proposals to slow the frequency of within grade step in-
creases and limit the distribution of awards. 

Last year, the administration also proposed plans to issue guidance to agencies 
to change the way they allocate performance awards so that they are given to their 
most critical employees with the best performance instead of to all employees, re-
gardless of occupation, that perform outstanding work. By focusing on the ‘‘most 
critical employees’’ for pay increases, we fear that agencies will focus on high-de-
mand skill sets, but ignore critical jobs needed to make agencies work. Employees 
in all jobs, at every level, are critical to an agency’s success and by denying opportu-
nities for awards and pay increases, agencies risk an increase in the number of ca-
reer Federal employees who leave the Government and take their institutional 
knowledge with them. A pay system that limits compensation to randomly selected 
occupations will prohibit agencies from executing a whole-of-Government approach 
to operations and will threaten agency performance and adversely impact recruiting 
and retention. 

It is important to note that when CBP was created in March 2003, it was decided 
that all CBP Officers and Agriculture Specialists would be placed under one com-
pensation system both for base pay and for overtime and premium pay. The Cus-
toms Officers Pay Reform Act (COPRA) is a critical part of the CBP OFO pay sys-
tem. Under COPRA, overtime hours are directed (i.e. specifically assigned) and are 
user fee-funded. COPRA has been extremely effective in ensuring that international 
ports of entry have overtime funding to staff ports during high-volume periods and 
where needed to ease wait time due to staffing shortages. COPRA ranks high on 
employee satisfaction surveys and is critical to employee morale at the ports of 
entry. NTEU would strongly oppose any changes to the COPRA pay system. 

The administration’s fiscal year 2020 budget proposal also included several pro-
posals to cut Federal employee and retiree benefits that, if adopted, would exacer-
bate the existing hiring and retention challenges. Once again, Federal employees 
were being asked to pay for unrelated funding decisions by paying more for their 
benefits while simultaneously reducing the value of those benefits. 

NTEU opposes proposals that would negatively impact Federal employee retire-
ment benefits, including proposals to: (1) Significantly increase Federal Employee 
Retirement System (FERS) employee contributions by about 1 percentage point each 
year until they equal the agency contribution rate, resulting in a 6 percent pay cut 
for most employees, (2) base future Civil Service Retirement System (CSRS) and 
FERS retirement benefits on the average of the high 5 years of salary instead of 
the current high 3, thereby lowering the value of the benefit, (3) eliminate the FERS 
supplement which approximates the value of Social Security benefits for those who 
retire before age 62, including for those, like CBP Officers, who must retire early 
due to their law enforcement work, (4) eliminate the annual cost of living adjust-
ments (COLA) for the pensions of current and future FERS retirees and signifi-
cantly reducing the COLA for the pensions of current and future CSRS retirees by 
about 0.5 percent annually, and (5) reduce the G Fund interest rate under the Thrift 
Savings Plan (TSP), thereby lowering the value of this TSP option. 

The average Federal employee cannot absorb the 6 to 7 percent pay cut most 
would receive with the increased retirement contributions and annuitants need their 
COLA to keep up with the cost of living when on a fixed income. Federal employees 
are predominantly middle-class workers who cannot afford a retirement benefit that 
fails to keep up with inflation and will require them to work long into their senior 
years. 

NTEU also opposes the administration’s proposal to change the Federal Employ-
ees Health Benefits Program (FEHBP) by significantly modifying the Government 
contribution rate by tying it to each plan’s performance rating. For many FEHBP 
enrollees, this would mean that the Government’s overall contribution rate would 
be lower than it is now, requiring enrollees to pay significantly higher premiums. 
Such a change would force employees to drop coverage or move to cheaper plans 
that provide less coverage and fail to meet the health care needs of their families. 

According to the 2017 OPM Federal Benefits Survey, employees expressed that 
their TSP, FERS/CSRS and FEHBP benefits were extremely important to them 
(96.1 percent, 94.2 percent and 90.6 percent of respondents respectively). In fact, not 
only is the availability of a retirement annuity important to employees, the benefit 
has been shown to play a key role in recruiting and retaining them. 

The FEHBP also has a significant impact on recruitment and retention. In 2017, 
71.2 percent of survey respondents reported that the availability of health insurance 
through the FEHBP influenced their decision to take a Federal job to a ‘‘moderate’’ 
or ‘‘great’’ extent, while 80.9 percent of respondents reported that the availability 
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of health insurance through the FEHBP influences their decision to stay with their 
job to a ‘‘moderate’’ or ‘‘great extent.’’ 

Given the popularity of these critical retirement and health care benefits, efforts 
to reduce them will have a significant impact on the ability of the Federal Govern-
ment to recruit and retain skilled workers at CBP and other agencies and NTEU 
urges Congress to oppose such efforts. 

FEDERAL EMPLOYEE RIGHTS AND PROTECTIONS 

Another significant cause of CBP employees’ concern are recent EOs that under-
mine Federal employee unions and our ability to operate in Federal workplaces. 
These EOs are currently being implemented at the bargaining table for agencies 
that are engaged in negotiations with their respective unions but are being chal-
lenged in the courts. Federal law clearly states that the right of employees to orga-
nize, bargain collectively, and participate through labor organizations in decisions 
which affect them safeguards the public interest and contributes to the effective con-
duct of public business. Front-line employees and their union representatives have 
ideas and information that are essential to improving the delivery of quality Gov-
ernment services to the public. Through the collective bargaining process and the 
use of pre-decisional involvement, employees can have meaningful input resulting 
in better quality decision making, more support for decisions, timelier implementa-
tion, and better results for the American people. It is important that these rights 
are maintained, and employees continue to have a voice in their workplace. 

However, the administration has engaged in an all-out assault on employee rights 
and protections—ignoring requirements to bargain in good faith, gutting collective 
bargaining agreements, imposing one-sided contracts, undermining employees’ 
rights in the grievance process, giving greater deference to agency management in 
disputes, and eliminating opportunities for employees to have a voice in their places 
of work. NTEU opposes all efforts to roll back the limited rights provided to Federal 
labor unions, including limits on our ability to represent employees to ensure they 
are treated fairly and have a voice in the workplace. Such changes eliminate oppor-
tunities for employees to feel engaged and comfortable working with their agency 
leaders, thereby impacting retention. 

Moreover, we oppose changes to employee due process rights, such as shortening 
the length of certain notice and response periods, limiting the ability of the Merit 
Systems Protection Board to mitigate penalties, and providing agencies with addi-
tional flexibility to use longer probationary periods, making those employees essen-
tially at-will. These efforts can be used to intimidate workers into silence out of fear 
of retaliation for disclosing waste, fraud, and abuse. 

Imposing anti-worker policies that eliminate fair and equitable treatment and in-
stead create a culture of fear and mistrust is no way to attract and retain talented 
workers. NTEU is strongly opposed to these EOs and asks that Congress move to 
protect Federal employee collective bargaining rights. Recently, 24 Senators intro-
duced S. 3146, legislation that mirrors provisions in the House-passed fiscal year 
2020 Financial Services and General Government Appropriations bill (H.R. 3351), 
that would prohibit agencies from implementing any collective bargaining agree-
ment that was not mutually and voluntarily agreed to by all parties or the result 
of binding arbitration. NTEU strongly supports these efforts that would help ad-
dress the administration’s assault on collective bargaining rights and ensure that 
agencies fulfill their statutorily-mandated responsibilities to bargain in good faith. 

NTEU also seeks the passage of H.R. 1316, the Federal Labor-Management Part-
nership Act of 2019, which would bring front-line employee voices and representa-
tives back to the table at Federal agencies, allowing employees and management to 
collaborate on workplace solutions and improvements. 

CBP STAFFING SHORTAGES AT THE PORTS OF ENTRY 

Finally, on-going staffing shortages at the ports of entry continue to undermine 
morale at CBP. NTEU was pleased that the final fiscal year 2020 funding agree-
ment provides $104 million for 800 new CBP OFO positions, including 610 CBP Of-
ficer and CBP Agriculture Specialist new hires to help address the fiscal year 2020 
on-board staffing shortage of 2,700 CBP Officers and 721 CBP Agriculture Special-
ists. NTEU strongly supports the funding level for CBP OFO employees in the fiscal 
year 2020 DHS final funding agreement and urges Congress to increase these num-
bers in fiscal year 2021 to address on-going staffing shortages at the ports of entry. 
According to CBP on-board staffing data, even with the fiscal year 2020 funding for 
CBP OFO new hires, there remains a shortage of approximately 2,000 CBP Officers 
at the ports of entry. 
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Due to the on-going current staffing shortage, CBP Officers Nation-wide are work-
ing excessive overtime to maintain basic port staffing. All CBP Officers are aware 
that overtime assignments are an aspect of their jobs. However, long periods of over-
time hours can severely disrupt an officer’s family life, morale, and ultimately their 
job performance protecting our Nation. 

The U.S. agriculture sector is a crucial component of the American economy, gen-
erating over $1 trillion in annual economic activity. CBP Agriculture Specialists 
play a vital role in both trade and travel safety and prevent the introduction of 
harmful exotic plant pests and foreign animal diseases, and potential ag/bioter-
rorism into the United States. Unfortunately, even with fiscal year 2020 funding for 
new hires, there remains a shortage of Agriculture Specialist at the ports of entry 
as determined by CBP’s own Agriculture Specialist Resource Allocation Model. 

To address the shortage of Agriculture Specialists who protect our food supply and 
agricultural industries at the border, legislation has been introduced in both the 
House and Senate. S. 2107 and H.R. 4482, the Protecting America’s Food & Agri-
culture Act of 2019, would ensure the safe and secure trade of agricultural goods 
across our Nation’s borders by authorizing the annual hiring of 240 Agriculture Spe-
cialists and 200 Agriculture Technicians a year until the workforce shortage is 
filled. S. 2107 was recently approved by the full Senate and its companion bill, H.R. 
4482, is awaiting House action. Because of CBP’s mission to protect the Nation’s ag-
riculture from pests and disease, NTEU urges the committee to quickly consider and 
approve this important legislation. 

NTEU RECOMMENDATIONS 

Ensuring that DHS can recruit and retain the best and brightest is essential for 
the safety and security of all Americans. In order to achieve the long-term goal of 
improving employee morale and securing the proper staffing at CBP, NTEU rec-
ommends that Congress take the following actions: 

• Support passage of H.R. 1316, the Federal Labor-Management Partnership Act, 
which would bring front-line employee voices and representatives back to the 
table at Federal agencies, allowing employees and management to collaborate 
on workplace solutions and improvements; 

• Support legislation and other efforts to preserve collective bargaining rights for 
Federal employees; 

• Encourage passage of H.R. 1433, the DHS MORALE Act by the Senate; 
• Support fiscal year 2021 funding for 1,200 CBP Officer, 240 Agriculture Spe-

cialist, and additional mission support new hires at CBP OFO; 
• Approve H.R. 4482 to authorize the funding of CBP Agriculture Specialist new 

hires up to the number specified in CBP’s own Agriculture Specialist Resource 
Allocation Model; and 

• Introduce and enact legislation to authorize the funding of CBP Officer new 
hires up to the number specified in CBP’s own CBP Officer Workload Staffing 
Model. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to share NTEU’s views on how DHS can 
build the most effective workforce, attract skilled and talented individuals, and en-
gage Federal employees throughout their careers. 

STATEMENT OF THE AMERICAN FEDERATION OF GOVERNMENT EMPLOYEES, AFL–CIO 

JANUARY 14, 2020 

Chairwoman Torres Small, Ranking Member Crenshaw, and Members of the sub-
committee, on behalf of the American Federation of Government Employees, AFL– 
CIO (AFGE), which represents more than 700,000 Federal and District of Columbia 
employees who serve the American people in 70 different agencies, including the 
nearly 100,000 employees at agencies within the Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS) who protect America every day, we appreciate the opportunity to submit a 
statement for the record on addressing morale at DHS. 

Many of the DHS employees AFGE represents put their lives on the line at work 
every day. They also interact with the public during some of their most challenging 
and stressful moments. These factors make it essential that the management of 
DHS place a high priority on employee engagement and morale. And the best way 
to create engagement and high morale is to participate in effective, collaborative dis-
pute resolution. The resultant improvement in morale would lead to excellence on 
the job, and a safer and more focused workforce. Every employee at DHS should 
go to work believing their employer has their back while they have America’s back. 

VerDate Mar 15 2010 10:28 Aug 10, 2020 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00054 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6621 H:\116TH\20OM0114\20OM0114 HEATH



51 

Unfortunately, workforce surveys have shown annually that DHS does not pro-
mote good morale, and it places a low priority on employee satisfaction or engage-
ment. 

While low morale and poor employee engagement plague DHS as a whole, there 
is variation among the components of the Department. Some agency-specific con-
cerns are described below. 

FEDERAL EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT AGENCY (FEMA) 

FEMA employees are hired through a rigorous, competitive, merit-based examina-
tion process that includes application of veteran’s preference. The number of perma-
nent full-time employees needed to carry out successful emergency management and 
preparedness cannot be short-changed. Our employees are over-worked, under- 
resourced, understaffed, and frequently deployed to disaster zones without adequate 
recuperation time. Permanent full-time employees are outnumbered at FEMA by 
non-permanent employees. 

In 1988 the Stafford Act created 2 sets of non-permanent employees to be hired 
during disasters: These include (1) Cadre of On-Call Recovery/Response Employees 
(CORE) and (2) Disaster Response Workers (DRW) Temporary Workers. CORE and 
DRW employees are brought on using an expedited hiring process during disasters. 

Stafford Act employees are used to supplement permanent employees, which too 
often results in vacancies for permanent full-time positions going unfilled for exten-
sive periods of time. The agency keeps Stafford Act employees on for much longer 
than their 2- to 4-year contracts. Stafford Act employees should be deployed to dis-
aster zones for a specified amount of time to respond to a specific disaster. These 
positions were not designed to work with or replace permanent full-time employees 
on non-disaster work; however, because there is such a need for permanent full-time 
employees at FEMA, it is not uncommon for Stafford Act employees to work outside 
of their job descriptions. Identifying permanent full-time vacancies and filling them 
would help improve FEMA emergency management and preparedness and improve 
morale. 

TRANSPORTATION SECURITY ADMINISTRATION (TSA) 

The TSA Modernization Act, included in the Federal Aviation Authorization Act 
of 2018, required the TSA administrator to convene a Working Group consisting of 
representatives of TSA and AFGE. Its charge was to recommend reforms to TSA’s 
personnel management system, including appeals to the Merit Systems Protection 
Board (MSPB). The union made proposals regarding discipline, grievance, fitness for 
duty and pay in an agency with virtually no workforce protections. AFGE represent-
atives proposed that a representative of the union take part in briefings on Dis-
cipline Reform Adverse Actions recommendations. TSA declined this recommenda-
tion for engagement, stating that the Working Group was the only forum for input 
on this matter. When addressing reforms to Fitness for Duty, the union proposed 
an independent medical examination to ensure transparency. TSA simply responded 
that it is not needed. Most notably, the agency did not give consideration to access 
to MSPB or any neutral third-party review of grievances in its personnel manage-
ment system, which was specifically required in the law and would greatly improve 
employee morale. 

Undermining morale within the TSO workforce is the fact that they are not gov-
erned by title 5 U.S.C., a code that applies to most of the Federal workforce and 
specifies employee and management rights and responsibilities, including due proc-
ess and a reasonable and fair grievance procedure. Congress should enact Chairman 
Thompson’s H.R. 1140, the Rights for Transportation Security Officers Act, accord-
ing title 5 rights to TSOs and placing them on the General Schedule (GS) pay sys-
tem. 

Additionally, TSA drastically changed the terms of health insurance coverage for 
part-time TSOs to pro-rate the employee share of the premium. TSA was granted 
and widely uses its authority to have a large portion of its workforce on part-time 
status to maximize flexibility. Making the part-time TSO workforce pay much more 
for health care by increasing their share of the premium does not promote good staff 
morale or a professional workforce. This new policy should be reversed immediately. 

U.S. CITIZENSHIP AND IMMIGRATION SERVICES (USCIS) 

USCIS has grown at a rapid rate over the past 7 years, resulting in management 
rushing through processes and policies often directed at short-term crises rather 
than long-term management needs. Even with growth, the agency has a large case 
backlog dating back to the 1990’s, with managers requiring employees to meet high-
er performance numbers by working through lunch and breaks. Being rushed 
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through their workload leads to stress among officers who feel their charge should 
be National security, not meeting arbitrary benchmarks. 

The agency and the union are currently engaged in contract bargaining. Manage-
ment repeatedly asserts that the 14,000 employees in the bargaining unit can be 
easily replaced and proposes arbitrary discipline measures up to the point of termi-
nation for even small infractions. 

When Acting Director Cuccinelli was appointed, one of his first acts was to tell 
Asylum Officers they were approving too many applications. These employees were 
making determinations based on their professional training and the law. Serving as 
an Asylum Officer is a stressful job under the best of circumstances. Being under-
mined by top management is a poor strategy that does not serve the workforce, the 
Nation’s security, or the underlying values of this country. When USCIS Local 1924 
Vice President Charles Tjersland was asked in an NPR radio interview whether col-
leagues had quit as a result of working conditions said, ‘‘We’re driving away some 
of the brightest minds, most motivated hearts.’’ To improve employee morale, the 
agency should be properly resourced and fully authorized to carry out the provisions 
of the Immigration and Nationality Act without politically-motivated interference. 

U.S. COAST GUARD (USCG) 

Just last month, the full committee heard testimony from a Coast Guard officer 
about the race and gender discrimination and sexual harassment she endured. She 
publicly acknowledged others in the room, including civilian workers at USCG rep-
resented by AFGE, who reported similar discrimination, harassment, and retalia-
tion. Fear of continued oppression and reprisal engenders the very opposite of mo-
rale in the workplace, and its reverberations are experienced throughout the agency. 
USCG, and the entire Department of Homeland Security should hold managers ac-
countable for rooting out any sexual, gender, or racial discrimination and enforce 
a no-tolerance policy in accordance with the law. 

FEDERAL PROTECTIVE SERVICE (FPS) 

Federal Protective Service (FPS) agency staffing of uniformed, non-supervisory 
law enforcement officers is lower now than it has been since before 9/11/2001. There 
are only 500 operational, uniformed, non-supervisory Law Enforcement Officers in 
the field. This is not enough staff to effectively or safely carry out the mission of 
the agency. For example, in FPS Region 6, Western District, between 2015 and 2020 
the number of fully-trained inspectors decreased by 75 percent from 16 to only 4 
officers. This is not sufficient to carry out the job and risks the lives of officers and 
public safety. AFGE recommends an additional 400 operational, uniformed, non-su-
pervisory Law Enforcement Officers be hired and stationed in the field to reach a 
total of at least 900 officers. 

Instead of dedicating sufficient resources to staff the agency with uniformed, non- 
supervisory personnel, many new non-uniformed, non-law enforcement positions 
have been created since 2012. FPS should hire the uniformed, non-supervisory law 
enforcement officers needed to perform the mission of this law enforcement agency. 

The Department of Homeland Security has serious failings in its management 
and leadership throughout its agencies, resulting in low employee morale. There are 
reports of sexual harassment complaints to managers; issues of low pay have not 
been addressed; staffing models need to be updated; hiring processes are incon-
sistent; unfair, unequal, and inappropriate discipline is imposed; and managers en-
gage in reprisals against those who seek relief. Moreover, they reject opportunities 
for greater employee engagement. 

AFGE believes that Chairman Thompson’s Department of Homeland Security Mo-
rale, Recognition, Learning, and Engagement Act (DHS MORALE Act), H.R. 1433, 
would take significant steps to address the issues of low morale faced by the Depart-
ment’s workforce. Most importantly, the promotes employee involvement, including 
those represented by labor unions, in the decisions that affect their work, and in 
the case of DHS, sometimes their very lives. We commend Chairman Thompson for 
expressly including involvement of representatives of employee labor unions in pro-
ductive employee engagement and improvement in the workplace. 

AFGE hopes the committee will advance H.R. 1433 and continue in its crucial 
oversight of the management of the DHS workforce. 

Thank you for your consideration. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. The Members of the subcommittee may have 
additional questions for the witnesses, and we ask that you re-
spond expeditiously in writing to those questions. Without objec-
tion, the committee record shall be kept open for 10 days. 
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Having no further business, the subcommittee stands adjourned. 
[Whereupon, at 3:12 p.m., the subcommittee was adjourned.] 
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A P P E N D I X 

QUESTIONS FROM CHAIRMAN BENNIE G. THOMPSON FOR ANGELA BAILEY 

Question 1. As noted during the hearing, there are currently 12 senior positions 
vacant throughout the Department. Testimony from Mr. Stier indicated that acting 
officials filling these roles are less empowered to enact organizational change re-
quired to improve morale at DHS. Has DHS undertaken any work to identify what 
effect the pervasiveness of acting officials in leadership roles has on employee en-
gagement and morale? If so, what has the Department found? 

Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 
Question 2. During the hearing, you were asked about low morale within the 

Management Directorate. What specific actions, if any, is the Department taking to 
address low morale within this office? 

Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 
Question 3a. One of my first acts of this Congress was to introduce the DHS Mo-

rale, Recognition, Learning, and Engagement Act (DHS MORALE Act). Among 
other things, the bill would require the Department to create a committee to iden-
tify and address issues affecting morale. During your testimony, you noted the De-
partment had recently launched an Employee and Family Readiness Council to re-
ceive and address feedback on employee concerns. 

When was this effort launched? 
Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 
Question 3b. Will DHS commit to making the Council (or an entity like it) a more 

permanent fixture at the Department whether or not the DHS MORALE Act is 
signed into law? 

Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 

QUESTIONS FROM CHAIRWOMAN XOCHITL TORRES SMALL FOR ANGELA BAILEY 

Question 1a. During the hearing, the committee heard testimony regarding some 
of the successes seen at at the Secret Service and Cybersecurity and Infrastructure 
Agency with respect to improvements in employee morale. 

Has the Department taken any action to review the recent successes at Secret 
Service or CISA? If so, what has it found? 

Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 
Question 1b. Does the Department have any plans to use the Secret Service or 

CISA as a model for improving morale elsewhere at the Department? 
Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 
Question 2. What is DHS Headquarters doing to monitor morale at the component 

level and drive action at the level to improve employee morale? 
Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 
Question 3. In 2018 and 2019, the Countering Weapons of Mass Destruction Office 

(CWMD) and its predecessor—the Domestic Nuclear Detection Office (DNDO)— 
ranked as the worst place to work in Federal Government. In 2019, CWMD had the 
highest response rate Government-wide (82.7 percent) indicating that low morale is 
prevalent throughout the agency. Previously, the morale at CWMD/DNDO had 
ranked in the top quartile of the Federal Government. 

What is being done to improve morale at CWMD? 
Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 

QUESTIONS FROM HONORABLE DINA TITUS FOR ANGELA BAILEY 

Question 1. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) ranked in the bottom quartile 
for employee satisfaction and morale (as was the case in 2018). In speaking to the 
union that represents front-line CBP officers across the Nation, 2 major grievances 
came to the forefront. 
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1 GAO, Department of Homeland Security: Taking Further Action to Better Determine Causes 
of Morale Problems Would Assist in Targeting Action Plans, GAO–12–940 (Washington, DC: 
Sept. 28, 2012). 

The first is the chronic staffing shortage that CBP continues to grapple with. Not 
only is a staffing shortage detrimental to an airport’s ability to court new air serv-
ice, it is also draining for CBP employees who are constantly asked to perform over-
time with no end in sight. 

The second is a lack of training for management. Officers feel that leadership does 
not entirely understand their work, tends to focus on the quantity of screenings 
rather than the quality, and possesses an underwhelming knowledge of how to work 
with the union. Workers say they have received multiple assurances from the top 
that these issues will be addressed, but year after year, they encounter many of the 
same issues. 

How do staffing shortages and ill-equipped managers impact morale and turnover 
at Customs and Border Protection? 

Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 
Question 2. How does the Department engage CBP officers and their union to get 

feedback on what policies have positive impacts on morale? 
Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 

QUESTIONS FROM RANKING MEMBER MIKE ROGERS FOR ANGELA BAILEY 

Question 1. Ms. Bailey, when did DHS begin creating action plans to address em-
ployee engagement after the annual Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS)? 

Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 
Question 2. Does your office assist components with their own component-level en-

gagement action plans following the annual FEVS? How does the Department mon-
itor components’ adherence to their engagement action plans? 

Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 
Question 3. Do you have metrics in place to track progress or completion of em-

ployee engagement action plans for DHS-wide and individual components? 
Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 

QUESTION FROM CHAIRMAN BENNIE G. THOMPSON FOR CHRIS CURRIE 

Question. What benefits would the Department likely see from a dedicated steer-
ing committee responding to and addressing issues that affect employee morale? 

Answer. A dedicated Department of Homeland Security (DHS) steering committee 
that oversees issues related to employee morale will help ensure continued Depart-
ment and component leadership commitment to employee morale efforts. DHS 
formed an Employee Engagement Steering Committee in 2015 that has met periodi-
cally since and as recently as in fiscal year 2020. Attendees at the steering com-
mittee meetings generally include officials from the DHS Office of the Chief Human 
Capital Officer, DHS component agencies, and at times the DHS under secretary 
for management. DHS uses this committee to guide and monitor implementation of 
DHS-wide employee engagement initiatives. In addition, during past meetings, the 
Employee Engagement Steering Committee has discussed the results of the Federal 
Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) and DHS components’ employee engagement 
action plans. It is important for DHS to maintain top leadership support and sus-
tained commitment to the Employee Engagement Steering Committee to continue 
overseeing these component and DHS-wide efforts. As part of on-going work on DHS 
employee morale, GAO plans to obtain additional information on the role and ac-
tions of the Employee Engagement Steering Committee and its role in monitoring 
component efforts to improve morale and facilitate sharing best practices across the 
Department. 

QUESTION FROM CHAIRWOMAN XOCHITL TORRES SMALL FOR CHRIS CURRIE 

Question. Through GAO’s on-going work, what have you found with respect to 
why actions taken by the Department over the years have failed to have any signifi-
cant or lasting impact on employee morale? 

Answer. GAO’s work has identified the importance of identifying root causes to 
effectively target actions to address those causes. In 2012, we found that DHS’s Of-
fice of the Chief Human Capital Officer and DHS components had not consistently 
used 3 survey analysis techniques when analyzing employee survey results—com-
parisons of demographic groups, benchmarking against similar organizations, and 
linking root cause findings to action plans.1 In response to our recommendation, in 
January 2018, DHS and its component agencies incorporated these 3 into their em-
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2 See Pub. L. No. 107–71, § 111(d), 115 Stat. 597, 620 (2001); 49 U.S.C. § 44935 note. 
3 49 U.S.C. § 114(n). 
4 Pursuant to ATSA, TSA employees are also prohibited from striking. See 49 U.S.C. 

§ 44935(i). 
5 Office Personnel Management, Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (2019). 
6 Department of Homeland Security Office of the Inspector General, TSA Needs to Improve Ef-

forts to Retain, Hire, and Train its Transportation Security Officers, OIG–19–35 (Washington, 
DC: March 28, 2019). 

ployee engagement action planning. DHS components continued to leverage root 
cause information in their 2019 employee engagement action plans. For example, 
the Transportation Security Administration identified the performance of managers, 
time constraints and understaffing, and lack of manager and leadership account-
ability for change as root causes of the component’s engagement scores in recent 
years. Another component, U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, identified in 
2019 that the areas of leadership performance, accountability, transparency, and 
training and development opportunities were 2018 engagement score root causes. 
GAO has recently initiated work to examine challenges that DHS and its component 
agencies face with regard to employee morale. Through this work, GAO plans to dis-
cuss the key drivers of employee morale at DHS as well as actions DHS and its com-
ponent agencies have taken with respect to morale and any associated effect of those 
actions. 

QUESTIONS FROM HONORABLE DINA TITUS FOR CHRIS CURRIE 

Question 1a. The Transportation Security Administration (TSA) ranks 398th out 
of 420 Government offices and is last in employee satisfaction on pay. The last col-
lective bargaining agreement (CBA) between TSA and the Association of Federal 
Government Employees (AFGE), which represents Transportation Security Officers, 
expired in December. 

How does the inability to bargain over basic things like pay, benefits, and griev-
ance procedures impact TSA workers’ morale? 

Answer. The Aviation and Transportation Security Act (ATSA) directs the TSA 
administrator to, among other things, establish the levels of compensation and other 
benefits for individuals employed by the Federal Government to carry out the agen-
cy’s screening functions.2 In general, while TSA employees have never been prohib-
ited from joining a union, representation for the purpose of collective bargaining was 
not permitted, and such representation did not exist, until 2011. However, con-
sistent with TSA’s broad authority to establish a personnel system that is not bound 
by the provisions of Title 5, United States Code, and other Federal personnel stat-
utes,3 the TSA administrator determined that bargaining is not permitted on topics 
that might affect security, such as pay, pensions, and other forms of compensation, 
proficiency testing, and discipline standards, among others.4 Some results touted by 
the TSA employees’ union include a contract that ensures performance-rating pay-
outs are based on a consistent assessment system, expansion of the parking subsidy 
program at participating airports, a nearly-doubled uniform allowance, a provision 
that stops TSA from denying leave without an appropriate reason or as a form of 
discipline, and a provision that that allows TSA supervisors to excuse tardiness for 
up to 30 minutes, among others. How, if at all, these results through collective bar-
gaining have affected TSA employee morale, and what impact the inability to bar-
gain over things like pay, benefits, and grievance procedures is beyond the scope of 
the work GAO has performed with regard to the TSA workforce. 

Question 1b. How much does pay affect TSA employee morale? 
Answer. GAO has not published any reports specifically on TSA employee morale; 

however, information from other Government findings suggest pay has played an 
important role in TSA employee satisfaction. First, the Office of Personnel Manage-
ment’s Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) asks respondents how satisfied 
they are with their pay. In 2019, about half of TSA employees (53 percent) who re-
sponded to the FEVS reported that they were unsatisfied with their pay, compared 
to about 1 in 5 Federal Government employees (20 percent).5 Second, In March 
2019, the Department of Homeland Security Office of the Inspector General reported 
on TSA’s employee retention efforts and found that complaints about base pay, pay 
raises, bonuses, or the fairness of pay compared with the work performed were 
among the most common responses given by both full- and part-time transportation 
security officers (TSO)—i.e., TSA-employed screening personnel—completing a vol-
untary exit survey when they left the agency in fiscal years 2012–2017.6 Third, a 
May 2019 evaluation report of a Blue-Ribbon Panel on TSA’s human capital service 
delivery found TSO pay is a key issue for the screening workforce, based on analysis 
of fiscal year 2018 exit survey responses and focus group discussion. According to 
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7 ICF Incorporated, LLC, Final Findings and Recommendations, Blue Ribbon Panel for the 
Transportation Security Administration, Human Capital Service Delivery Evaluation (Fairfax, 
VA: May 2019). 

8 GAO, Department of Homeland Security: Employee Morale Survey Scores Highlight Progress 
and Continued Challenges, GAO–20–349T (Washington, DC: Jan. 14, 2020). 

the study, TSOs work long hours, have difficult working conditions, and their pay 
in some locations lags behind industry counterparts. Moreover, the panel found that 
TSO turnover in the first 3 years of employment—which may indicate low morale— 
is high, consistent with other low-wage jobs in the private sector with similar skill 
requirements.7 

Question 1c. Will raising pay alone address TSA’s workplace morale challenges? 
What other action should TSA and DHS leadership be taking? 

Answer. Although GAO has not published work on TSA workplace morale chal-
lenges, our previous work on employee morale across the Federal Government, data 
from FEVS, and TSA’s Blue Ribbon panel study suggest that pay is not the only 
factor that contributes to morale. As we stated in our recent testimony on DHS em-
ployee morale, key drivers of employee morale across the Government include hold-
ing constructive performance conversations, career development and training oppor-
tunities, work-life balance, an inclusive work environment, employee involvement, 
and communication from management.8 According to fiscal year 2019 data from 
FEVS, many TSA employees are unsatisfied with career development opportunities. 
For example, 51 percent of TSA respondents reported they did not believe that pro-
motions in their work unit were based on merit, and 42 percent reported they were 
unsatisfied with their opportunity to get a better job in the agency. Similarly, in 
its May 2019 evaluation, the Blue-Ribbon Panel on TSA’s human capital service de-
livery reported that if pay problems were reduced, other issues would continue to 
affect morale. As a result, the Panel made recommendations to TSA in a number 
of areas, including some related to career development, such as recommendations 
to make changes to leader selection and development and the promotion process. Ac-
cording to TSA’s 2019 employee engagement action plan, TSA identified 3 root 
causes that create or exacerbate challenges to employee morale or satisfaction, 
based on focus groups: (1) Performance of mid-level managers related to issues such 
as fairness, recognition, and professional development; (2) constraints on time and 
other resources needed to complete tasks; and (3) lack of accountability for enforcing 
desired changes. As of October 2019, TSA has taken some actions designed to ad-
dress these root causes. For example, TSA developed a supervisory training to im-
prove performance feedback conversations and developed a coaching pilot to include 
training and coaching for leadership. 

QUESTION FROM CHAIRMAN BENNIE G. THOMPSON FOR MAX STIER 

Question. What benefits would the Department likely see from a dedicated steer-
ing committee responding to and addressing issues that affect employee morale? 

Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 

QUESTIONS FROM HONORABLE DINA TITUS FOR MAX STIER 

Question 1. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) ranked in the bottom quartile 
for employee satisfaction and morale (as was the case in 2018). In speaking to the 
union that represents front-line CBP Officers across the Nation, 2 major grievances 
came to the forefront. 

The first is the chronic staffing shortage that CBP continues to grapple with. Not 
only is a staffing shortage detrimental to an airport’s ability to court new air serv-
ice, it is also draining for CBP employees who are constantly asked to perform over-
time with no end in sight. 

The second is a lack of training for management. Officers feel that leadership does 
not entirely understand their work, tends to focus on the quantity of screenings 
rather than the quality, and possesses an underwhelming knowledge of how to work 
with the union. Workers say they have received multiple assurances from the top 
that these issues will be addressed, but year after year, they encounter many of the 
same issues. 

How do staffing shortages and ill-equipped managers impact morale and turnover 
at Customs and Border Protection? 

Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 
Question 2. The Transportation Security Administration (TSA) ranks 398th out of 

420 Government offices and is last in employee satisfaction on pay. The last collec-
tive bargaining agreement (CBA) between TSA and the Association of Federal Gov-
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ernment Employees (AFGE), which represents Transportation Security Officers, ex-
pired in December. 

How does the inability to bargain over basic things like pay, benefits, and griev-
ance procedures impact TSA workers’ morale? 

Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 

Æ 
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