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Imagine a world where government agencies go beyond being 
consumers of talent to crucial manufacturers of talent.

 

Imagine a world where college graduates see government as the 
place to kick-start their careers and build unparalleled skills, 
and where mid-career professionals view government as the 

best place to apply or obtain new skills.

The ideal that one can do good, learn, and have a fulfilling career 
by going into public service has long drawn top talent into 
government. Many new graduates and mid-career professionals 
have contributed to important innovations that paved the way for 
manned space flight, electric vehicles, and the internet, for 
example, while working for NASA, the Department of Energy, and 
the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA). It 
remains widely accepted that the military is the best place for 
pilots to learn and gain credibility as aviators.

These days, however, much of the labor market in the US is 
confronting serious talent gaps in such important technology and 
digital fields as artificial intelligence, data analytics, advanced 
robotics, and human-centered design. Workers with these skills 
are in extremely high demand and have many options, including 
earning advanced degrees at prestigious research universities or 
landing lucrative jobs at companies like Google, Apple, and 
Amazon. Partly as a result, 60% of federal executives surveyed by 
Boston Consulting Group in 2020 cited difficulty recruiting the 
talent they need to fulfill their agencies’ missions. 

Overcoming this talent gap has long been a priority for 
government leaders. Now it is becoming even more urgent. 
Leaders are well aware that digital transformation, as well as the 
need to restore public confidence in government, requires 
technical specialists who can design, build, and implement 
digital solutions that are easy to use, enable agencies to become 
self-sufficient, and improve the citizen experience. Agencies also 
need staff who can drive thinking, bring operations up to date, 
make decisions about procurement and implementation, and 
provide informed oversight to contractors who support 
these missions. 

To nurture the government workforce of the 
future, agencies must become developers and 
pipelines of talent.

Because the skill gaps are too large to fill by hiring alone, they 
must focus more on talent development within their ranks 
through upskilling and reskilling. Agencies will also need to 
continue enhancing their approach to talent management and 
reframe their value proposition of what government careers 
have to offer. This, combined with simplifying and streamlin-
ing the hiring process to remove barriers to entry, will allow 
people to transition between public and private sectors 
throughout their careers.

https://www.bcg.com/capabilities/people-strategy/talent-development
https://www.bcg.com/capabilities/people-strategy/talent-development
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What Future Government Workplaces Could Look Like 

If all prospective employees thought of the government as the 
employer of choice in their field— much like fighter pilots—what 
might that look like? 

This environment would retain all of the current benefits of 
government work, such as the ability to support a mission while 
also enjoying job security and opportunity to advance. But it 
could also be much more flexible and provide opportunities for 
continuous learning and personal growth. 

Government workplaces of the future should be places where 
people go to learn and have an outsized impact. Career paths 
wouldn’t be thought of primarily as rising up the civil service 
hierarchy of a particular agency. Rather, people would rotate 
more often through “tours of duty” at different agencies. They 
could even work for a few years in public service before returning 
to the private sector. 

This public service value proposition already exists in pockets of 
the federal workforce. But it has the potential to spread in new 
areas and to bring in a wider variety of talent. Robust systems of 
upskilling and reskilling would underpin this value proposition. 

The Keys to Successful Upskilling and Reskilling

Upskilling programs focus on raising the skills of existing 
employees so that they are more productive in their roles, 
typically in job families in which future demand is likely to exceed 
supply. The goal is also to continually improve technological 
proficiency and managerial acumen, individually and collectively, 
at every level of the organization. Reskilling programs tend to be 
much more involved: they focus on teaching workers skills 
needed to serve new roles that will be in strong demand—such 
as training a project manager to become a data analyst. 

In our work with clients, as well as our observation of upskilling 
and reskilling approaches used across the public and private 
sectors, we’ve observed four key insights into programs that 
make impactful investments in people and retain newly minted 
talent. These insights are that experiences matter, tomorrow’s 
skills are not next year’s skills, retention doesn’t happen in a 
vacuum, and it’s best to start small and scale up.

Experiences Matter

The most effective skills-training programs are experiential, 
based on learning by doing. They also involve teaming up 
colleagues from diverse backgrounds in new work environments. 
Best-in-class programs are integrated into day-to-day work, are 
immersive, and hands-on. They involve some combination of 
apprenticeships with side-by-side coaching, feedback, and 
experimentation, as well as bootcamps for certain skills, special 
projects, and internships.

Several government leaders are already using innovative 
approaches and leveraging their hiring authorities to enable 
people to incubate new skills while at the same time adding value 
to the organization. The Office of Management and Budget and 
the US Digital Service, for example, ran a two-week upskilling 

program for procurement professionals across the federal 
government that was dedicated to designing innovative 
procurement practices for IT and digital services. The 
application-based curriculum provided participants with direct 
experience in contracting for digital services and developing 
prototype procurement solutions.

Such programs are more complex to stand up than simply 
steering workers to an online learning platform. But the learning 
is stickier, more impactful, supports building relationships, and 
can support rather than detract from longer-term productivity 
improvements.

Several US agencies already offer upskilling 
programs that can serve as models for a broader effort.  

The Department of Veteran Affairs, for example, deployed a 
successful two-day training model that included classroom 
instruction and field work. The first day was based in classrooms 
and focused on learning product management, human-centered 
design, and agile principles. The second day included a visit to a 
VA medical center to build empathy with users and show how 
classroom concepts play out in the field. Some VA employees had 
never been to a VA hospital, and for the first time they were able 
to see how their work had a direct impact on front-line workers 
and patients. The program kick-started a broader bootcamp to 
upskill cohorts of employees. The experiential program not only 
achieved its upskilling objectives, but also helped shift the culture 
from a plan-driven mindset to an outcome-driven and user-
focused mindset. In other words, instead of focusing on whether 
plans were being executed on time, more attention was paid to 
delivering the right service to solve the real problem. 

Other programs enable skilled workers to move back and forth 
between the public and private sectors. The Presidential 
Innovation Fellows program, for example, pairs top technologists, 
designers and strategists in private industry with federal 
government teams to deliver on specific priorities. This flexible 
model makes it easier for talented individuals to work in both the 
private and public sectors, learning and contributing across 
industries, without requiring a long-term career commitment in 
government.

Tomorrow’s Skills Are Not Next Year’s Skills

Many agencies have undertaken efforts to identify current skill 
gaps, and then adopted hiring or training programs designed to 
fill those gaps. The challenge facing employers, however, is that 
the types and levels of needed skills change faster than typical 
gap analyses can be updated. Best-in-class organizations 
understand that it’s essential to invest in robust and nimble 
strategic workforce-planning capabilities. 

Strategic workforce planning leverages predictive human 
resources and people analytics to forecast workforce needs, 
identify capability gaps, and develop strategies to build the 
workforce of the future. This isn’t a one-time, static exercise. 
Instead, leading organizations use data analytics and automation 
to build a real-time analytical engine to continually and regularly 
monitor skill needs andtalent availability. 

https://www.bcg.com/publications/2021/decoding-global-trends-reskilling-career-paths
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In our experience, the quality of strategic workforce planning and 
related upskilling and reskilling programs relies on a strong skills 
taxonomy that is aligned with the specific skills an agency needs 
to fulfill its mission. This enables training programs to be 
focused, precise, and have a meaningful impact. The US federal 
government has a unique opportunity to create mobility for 
digital talent by defining a consistent digital skills taxonomy that 
agencies, as well as their private-sector counterparts, can use to 
benchmark talent. With a strong and consistent skills taxonomy 
in place, agencies can map their current workforce against these 
skills to identify gaps. They can then simulate future supply and 
demand to identify the specific job families and skills that the 
upskilling program focuses on, as well as which job families 
simply need enhanced digital training programs as part of a 
broader learning ecosystem.

Retention Doesn’t Happen in a Vacuum

Many leaders considering expansive upskilling and reskilling 
workforce programs may ask, “Why would I invest in training 
people with valuable skills when it may just enable them to leave 
for another job?” In an environment of skills shortages, that’s a 
reasonable concern—particularly if HR systems lack incentives 
for trained workers to stay or do not put their new skills to use. 

There is a direct correlation between investment in an 
employee’s learning and development and engagement and 
motivation. Upskilling and reskilling programs can have a 
multiplier effect when combined with concrete follow-on actions 
for career development and role expansion. Great engineers, 
designers, and managers want to work with other great 
colleagues.

Four things are needed to make learning matter:

• Transparency: The newly acquired skill must be recognized 
and visible to both the individual and the organization, such as 
through a profile or skills inventory. This requires mechanisms 
that create visibility into which employees have the desired 
skills so that managers and team leaders can assemble the 
right teams to get work done.

• Application: Employees must have opportunities to use the 
new skill in their work with colleagues, either as part of their 
current jobs or through special projects. In many programs, 
however, employees’ current roles may not relate to new skill 
sets. This can be remedied with formal rotational programs, 
bootcamps, or apprenticeship opportunities in which the skills 
can be immediately applied. Cohorts of highly trained, 
high-performing teams will build momentum and create a 
culture of ongoing learning and improvement.

• Value Creation: Learning programs can help make employees 
more productive, work more accurately, and become 
more effective collaborators. This requires performance-
management processes that value technical expertise and 
hard-wire continuous employee upskilling or reskilling 
throughout the organization’s entire hierarchy.

• Career Progression: The future career opportunities opened 
through new skills or upskilling should be clearly defined. To 
encourage enrollment, career paths must make explicit 
reference to expected upskilling, and the benefits of such 
programs must be articulated.

Implementing each of the four steps needed to make learning 
matter may seem like an overwhelming task: it can imply 
extensive changes to human capital management, including 
career paths, performance management, and position transfers. 
This is no small feat, given the inflexibility of some federal 
government HR systems.

The good news, however, is that this doesn’t all have to be done 
at once.

Start Small, Then Scale Up

There are advantages to developing a cross-government 
upskilling and reskilling capability, of course. Building this 
capability once and deploying it broadly will lower overall cost to 
the government, allow greater fungibility of staff, facilitate the 
sharing of best practices, and foster relationships across cohorts 
of staff. 

While it’s important to “think scale” from the very start, however, 
waiting to design the perfect upskilling program and 
corresponding HR lifecycle will leave government waiting forever. 
Instead, it’s crucial that agencies start small, focus on delivering 
value early, and scale up as viable solutions are developed. This 
can happen within one job family in one agency, or across a 
group of related agencies. Starting small and scaling up enables 
early and flexible testing, prototyping, and iteration that can lead 
to substantially better outcomes when developing new 
capabilities. An upskilling pilot can start to demonstrate value in 
12 weeks; large reskilling programs can deliver impact within 
12 to 18 months. 

This approach will also allow leading agencies to build their own 
internal upskilling and reskilling capabilities and choose partners 
that enable them. Digital skill building is too important to 
outsource. Skill needs will continue to shift and evolve as 
technology advances, making upskilling and reskilling an 
essential source of future talent. Building this capability in-house 
will also making it easier to coordinate within and across 
agencies on human capital lifecycle updates that will drive 
retention. 

Government agencies are already full of incredible talent, 
ambition, and dedication to public service. Research shows 

that US workers are ready to take that even further, 
demonstrating that learning is driven by personal buy-in, 
ambition, and effort. A BCG-Harvard study found that 65% of US 
workers feel responsible for preparing themselves for the future, 
the most of any country surveyed. The study concluded that 
“workers seem more adaptive and optimistic about the future 
than their leaders recognize.”

Unlocking the government workforce of the future is not an 
abstract ideal or concept. It is a practical, plausible pursuit of 
thoughtfully upskilling and reskilling current employees, and 
creating a self-reinforcing human capital system to attract and 
retain talent. While it may seem like a fundamental shift from a 
traditional focus on external recruiting or relying on outside 
contractors, its ethic is in line with public service. Many 
government employees want to do meaningful, purposeful work 
on issues they care about. The government is uniquely positioned 
to provide opportunities for people to devote themselves to 
complex, meaningful work in this digital age—with real and 
immediate impact.

https://www.hbs.edu/managing-the-future-of-work/Documents/research/Future Positive Report.pdf
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