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The impending exodus of baby
boomers from the nation’s work-
force, coupled with the increasing

competencies and skills required of
public-sector employees to provide

quality services, sets the stage for a key
challenge that governments will face in
the coming years. They will compete with
private and nonprofit organizations, as
well as one another, for talented workers. 

In short, the nation is poised for a
workforce crisis, and governments are
likely to feel the crisis first because of
their high proportion of older employees
and their high demand for knowledge
workers. People with the required skills

and knowledge will become harder to
recruit and retain, especially if govern-
ments are not clear about the skills that
they seek. Workforce planning can help
governments perform strategically in the
face of increasingly complex govern-
mental demands made even more chal-
lenging by the impending changes in and
demands for human capital. 

Governments must have the resources
to achieve the goals and objectives out-
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lined in their strategic plans. Moreover,
simply continuing basic service provision
requires resource planning that incor-
porates and addresses changing demo-
graphic and social demands. Techniques
such as performance budgeting help
governments plan for and track the level
at which they are accomplishing their
goals.1 Just as organizations need to
determine if the appropriate financial
and capital components are in place for
achieving organizational objectives, they
need to consider whether the appropri-
ate human capital is in place. Identifying
a funding source for a position is not
enough. Workforce planning enables
local governments to determine their
need for human resources to meet their
objectives, and the availability of those
resources.

“Workforce planning” is a process
designed to ensure that an organization
prepares for its present and future needs
by having the right people in the right
places at the right times. This article
examines the importance of workforce
planning for governments. It addresses
how national demographic trends are
creating a workforce crisis and high-
lights the particular challenges that this
crisis will create in the public sector.
Further, the article discusses national
workforce-planning trends and de-
scribes practices of North Carolina local
governments. 

Importance of Workforce
Planning 

Strategic planning at the local level is
becoming more common. A recent study
of medium- and large-sized North Caro-

lina municipalities found that 100 per-
cent of respondents were conducting
strategic planning in some form (see the
article on page 4).2 Commonly these
plans involve the creation of an organi-
zational or governmental mission
statement, identification of core values,
and specification of organizational goals
by the organization’s stakeholders.3 To
accomplish these goals and directions,
governments must properly align their
financial and human resources. Work-
force planning aims at creating a sys-
tematic assessment of the content and
composition of a government’s work-
force to determine what actions the
government needs to take to respond to
current and future demands to achieve
organizational goals and objectives.4

In much the same way that financial
issues are not the sole responsibility of
the finance office, workforce planning is
not the lone responsibility of the human
resource department. Human resource
staffs are key players in supporting and
assisting the development of a workforce
plan, but the ownership of workforce
planning belongs to all managers, top
administrators, and governing boards.5

Workforce planning is important
because, simply put, the numbers do not
lie. The large number of aging baby
boomers in the workforce considered in
relation to the much smaller number of
younger workers available to replace
them sets the stage for a crisis.6 A recent
Harvard Business Review article notes,
“The most dramatic shortage of
workers will hit the age group associ-
ated with leadership and key customer-
facing positions.”7 Many governments
expect retirements of 50 percent or

more among their senior managers in
the next 5–7 years.8 Turnover without
planning can lead to increased costs,
lack of continuity, and immediate nega-
tive effects on organizations.

Given the current demographics of
the national workforce, the potential for
turnover is great. Baby boomers (people
born between 1946 and 1964) now
make up 45 percent of the workforce,
and “matures” (people born before
1946), 10 percent. The proportion of
older workers (defined as those fifty-five
years old and up) is projected to increase
an average of 4 percent per year through
2015.9 The rapid increase of people in
the workforce who are ages 45–69 has
been referred to as the “age bubble” 
(see Figure 1).10 As the population ages,
employers will have to determine how
best to replace the growing number of
retiring workers from a much smaller
pool of rising workers.

High Stakes and Pressing
Demands for the Public Sector 

Stakeholders at all levels of local
government may find it more difficult to
lead and govern their communities and
serve their citizens as they face the
added challenge of large retirement
numbers in the next decade.11 The dem-
ographic transitions that are occurring
nationwide pose particular challenges
for the public sector. The average age of
public workers is higher; the levels of
specialization of knowledge, skills, and
training are greater; and access to avail-
able resources, such as training funds,
recruitment bonuses, and financial
incentives, often is more constrained. 
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Numbers don’t lie: aging baby
boomers dominate the workforce.
This sets the stage for a crisis.



Regarding relative ages, on average,
46.3 percent of government workers are
forty-five years old or older, whereas in
the private sector, just 31.2 percent fall
in this age range.12 Federal, state, and
local governments will face a great chal-
lenge in the next decade as they strive to
replace these retiring workers. 

The percentage of older workers in the
government workforce increased more
than the percentage of older workers in
the private sector did between 1994 and
2001. Although the local government
numbers are slightly less dramatic than
the federal government ones, they still
signal that local governments will likely
face workforce retirement issues sooner
than their private-sector counterparts.13

The differential between older and
younger workers in the federal govern-
ment is the largest, with four out of five
employees more than thirty-five years old. 
The pattern holds for other levels of
government, though the differentials 
are smaller (see Figure 2).

Regarding greater levels of specializa-
tion, as a large percentage of the work-
force prepares for retirement, federal,
state, and local governments will have

to replace a greater percentage of
knowledge workers than the private
sector will. These knowledge workers
require specialized training and educa-
tion that enable them to fill roles such as
health care worker, legal professional,
natural scientist, engineer, educator, and
manager.14 More than 50 percent of all
government jobs are in occupations that
require specialized training, education,
or job skills, compared with 29 percent
in the private sector.15 Occupations that
require specialized education, training,
or skills are dominated by older workers
in the public sector. Therefore, finding
skilled replacements for government
employees will be made difficult not just
by the demographic challenges of aging
workers but also by the nature of the
work performed by these workers, and
by competition for younger workers
from other sectors.

Training budgets have faced many
cuts and freezes that have hampered
government’s ability to prepare future
leaders for advancement.16 “Recession[s]
in the 1980s and then the early 1990s
were textbook examples of how state
and local organizations drastically cut
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training in order to meet emergency bud-
get cutback targets . . . Consequently,
training was hard-pressed to maintain
any continuity, much less identity.” De-
spite this traditional and lasting chal-
lenge, “public sector organizations have
increasingly placed more emphasis on
training and development. Surface
acceptance has progressed to increasing
commitment to training and develop-
ment programs by many private and
public sector organizations.” Nonethe-
less, the public sector lags. “As an 
industrywide survey taken in the late
1990s reveals about plans for training
budgets, the public sector is still ‘trailing
edge’ compared to the private sector, but
at least 85% of the agencies surveyed
were planning on maintaining or
increasing funds.”17

Factors that exacerbate the situation
are past trends and employment practices,
such as periods of rapid growth, down-
sizing, imposition of hiring freezes, and
offering of early retirement incentives.
Public employers also are hampered by
the declining appeal of public service
and continued competition for talent.

On the bright side, many experts
believe that a few moderating variables
will soften the blow of an aging public-
sector workforce. First, the declining
value of retirement investments and the
rising cost of retiree health benefits may
influence retirement-eligible employees
to continue working.18 Second, the re-
cent economic downturn actually in-
creased the appeal of government
employment because of its relative job
security. Finally, although it is too early
to measure the full impact of large-scale
disasters such as 9/11 and Hurricane
Katrina, they have highlighted the vital
role that government plays in serving
and protecting citizens and thus may
have made public service careers more
attractive. 

Workforce Planning: 
A Crucial Tool

Workforce planning is not a panacea for
the demographic changes that govern-
ments will face, but this crucial tool al-
lows governments to be better prepared
and more responsive. Also, it helps align
current and future workforce needs with
the organization’s strategic objectives,

Figure 1. Percentage Change in Population by Age Group, 2000–2010
(Estimated)

Source: From MARY B. YOUNG, THE AGING-AND-RETIRING GOVERNMENT WORKFORCE: HOW SERIOUS IS THE

CHALLENGE? WHAT ARE JURISDICTIONS DOING ABOUT IT? 31. Report sponsored by CPS Human Resource
Serv. (Burlington, Mass.: Ctr. for Org. Research/A Div. of Linkage, Inc., 2003), available at
www.cps.ca.gov/AboutUs/documents/CPS_AgeBubble_FullReport.pdf (last visited Oct. 31, 2006).
Reprinted by permission.
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helps leverage human resource practices
to affect performance and retention, and
increases opportunities for current and
future workers. 

Aligning needs with objectives. By
gaining a more complete picture of the
skills and competencies of their current
workforce, organizations can fill vacant
positions more efficiently as well as main-
tain service proficiency in the face of in-
creased turnover, labor market shortages,
and limited compensation levels. At the
same time they can inform future needs.
Having the appropriate workforce in
place contributes to implementing a
strategic plan and determining the skills
needed to achieve long-term goals and
objectives.19 Also, it helps improve em-
ployees’ ability to respond to changing
environmental demands by clarifying
what skills the organization has in place,
to be tapped when needed. 

Leveraging practices. Workforce
planning helps focus a government’s
workforce investment on employee
training, retraining, career counseling,
and productivity enhancement, while
ensuring that staff development efforts
fit within the available budget. It also
can help maintain and improve diver-
sity, cope with effects of downsizing,
and mitigate effects of employees
leaving the organization.20

Increasing opportunities. Two major
benefits of workforce planning are in-
creased opportunities for high-potential
workers and enlargement of the talent

pool of promotable employees. Work-
force planning can provide clear avenues
for employees to pursue their career
plans. Such avenues will help attract and
keep valued employees, and that in turn
will ensure a continuing supply of
capable successors for key positions. 

Summary. A well-developed work-
force plan integrates training and devel-
opment activities to provide a continuing
supply of well-trained, broadly experi-
enced, well-motivated people who are
ready and able to step into key positions
as needed. Also, it determines the key
skills and characteristics needed for re-
cruitment and selection. Having a plan
can increase staff retention, tailor train-
ing goals and needs, provide leadership
opportunities, clarify hiring priorities,
increase employees’ satisfaction, en-
hance employees’ commitment to work
and the workplace, and improve the
organization’s image.21

Status of Government Workforce
Planning at Federal, State, and
Local Levels

Although increased attention and dia-
logue have been focused on workforce
planning, a proportional increase in
action and implementation has not
occurred. The following summarizes
what is happening in federal, state, and
local governments.

At the federal level, the Government
Accountability Office has drawn atten-

tion to the risk faced by the nation’s
government because of its lack of stra-
tegic human-capital planning.22 Federal
agencies have been required to undertake
some human-capital planning as part of
the Government Performance and Re-
sults Act, but meeting this requirement
often falls far short of the detail and the
focus needed in a full workforce plan.
The level of sophistication and the com-
prehensiveness of workforce planning
efforts vary across federal agencies.23

Agencies such as the Department of
Energy, the Department of Labor, the
Office of Personnel Management, the
Social Security Administration, the
Department of Transportation, and the
Department of Veterans Affairs have
been identified as having promising
practices in place.24

Workforce planning activities have
been increasing on the state level, though
not on a scale appropriate to address the
looming changes. In 1998 the majority
of the states did no workforce planning,
and only five had implemented a com-
prehensive, formal plan. By 2005 more
than half of the states had workforce
plans in place.25 A 2005 analysis of state
management systems gave North Caro-
lina a C+ in the area of human resources,
highlighting strategic workforce plan-
ning and hiring as weaknesses.26 None-
theless, the study noted, the North
Carolina State Personnel Office was
creating a strategy to incorporate the
concept of workforce planning, with the
intention of establishing a system that
would allow it to provide workforce
planning services and support to state
agencies. At the time of the study, the of-
fice was collecting statistics on its work-
force but had made no projections.27

Among local governments, many
cities and counties have not invested 
in formal workforce planning.28 Only
about 20 percent of the cities in 1999
and 19 percent of the counties in 2001
reported that they conducted govern-
mentwide formal workforce planning.29

A 2004 survey by the International
Public Management Association for
Human Resources (IPMA–HR) found
that only 37 percent of the responding
members had a workforce plan. More
than 50 percent of the respondents
represented local governments. Among
those indicating that they were develop-

Figure 2. Older and Younger Workers, by Level of Government, 2001

Source: From CRAIG W. ABBEY & DONALD J. BOYD, THE AGING GOVERNMENT WORKFORCE 4 (Albany, N.Y.:
Nelson A. Rockefeller Inst. of Gov’t, 2002), available at http://rfs.rockinst.org/exhibit/9006/
Full%20Text/AgingGovernmentWorkforce.pdf (last visited Oct. 31, 2006). Reprinted by permission.
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ing a workforce plan, there was sub-
stantial variation in where they were in
the planning process. Only 6 percent
reported that they had had a plan in
place for more than five years.30 This
finding of a low number of local gov-
ernments performing workforce
planning is consistent with the findings
of other studies.31

Although few local governments have
formal workforce plans, the research
reported in this article found that, as
part of their human resource activity,

many are undertaking practices or stra-
tegies that are components of workforce
planning and provide a starting point.
This is similar to Drennan’s finding that
municipalities were undertaking elements
of strategic planning without identifying
them as such (see the article on page 4). 

Considerations and Actions in
Workforce Planning

A local government might approach
workforce planning by first attending to

some preliminary considerations and then
initiating the planning itself, following a
model that draws on the literature.

Preliminary Considerations
Before undertaking workforce planning,
governments should review the follow-
ing list and consider attending to the
tasks identified in it:32

• Gain the support of top leadership. 
It is necessary to obtain resources
and continued commitment for the
planning process. In local govern-
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ments this means gaining the sup-
port of elected officials, managers,
and department heads.

• Assess what you have already 
accomplished in workforce
planning. Many governments 
have processes or practices in 
place that are key elements of a
workforce plan but have not been
strategically aligned. 

• Develop communication strategies.
How will communication with
organizational heads, human
resource staff, program managers,
and supervisors work?33

• Learn from others. There is no
need to reinvent the wheel.

A Workforce Planning Model
Organizational success depends on
identifying and developing the best
people for key organizational roles.34

Although there are different models of
workforce planning, most include simi-
lar basic steps and issues. Following are
four phases consistently identified as
needed to develop a plan:35

1. Review organizational objectives. 
2. Analyze present and future

workforce needs to identify gaps
or surpluses.

3. Develop and implement a plan,
including appropriate human
resource strategies.

4. Evaluate, monitor, and adjust 
the plan. 

These phases inform and draw on
one another and lack rigid delineations.
Workforce planning is a fluid and
cyclical process (see Figure 3). 

1. Review organizational objectives.
An important first step in workforce
planning is to coordinate strategy. Most
organizations have an annual strategic
plan, which can be the foundation for
workforce planning strategies.36 There
should be a clear understanding of
organizational objectives and the link
between workforce planning and other
strategic objectives. Leaders will want to
consider questions like the following: 

• What are our strategic goals and
objectives? Does this plan address
the future that we have identified?

37

• Do we have the skills and the people
to achieve our objectives over the
next two years? The next five years?

• Do our current and future
organizational needs take into
account workforce demographics,
mission, goals, position allocations,
and workloads?38

• Are the skills and the people truly
aligned with the needs of our
organization? 

• Are alternative workforce strategies
available to accomplish the goals
and objectives?

2. Analyze present and future 
workforce needs to identify gaps 
or surpluses.

The next phase of workforce planning is
to analyze current and projected work-
force needs and then identify gaps be-
tween them. Governments must gain a
strong understanding of the compo-

Identification of the Problem 
Addressing some key questions will help the city identify its own unique
situation and the challenges associated with the changing demographics of
the city and its workforce. While the questions may vary somewhat by city,
there are a number of common questions that consistently apply. 

Which employees are likely to retire in the next five years?

• How many of these individuals are key leaders/managers?

• How many of these individuals have specialized technical knowledge?

• How many of these individuals are in the same job class and/or 
same department?

• What does our recent history say about our ability to recruit for 
these jobs?

How will our workforce be different in five years?

• Which generations will still be working? Which will be retiring? Which
will be coming into the workforce? What are the characteristics of
each of these generations?

• How will the racial and ethnic backgrounds differ from today?

• How will the gender balance differ?

• How will educational backgrounds be different?

How will our human resources needs be different in five years?

• What role will technology play? Will it be able to replace some workers?
Will we need a higher level of training in technology? Will we need to
replace our technology in order to attract and retain new workers? 

• How do the city’s growth and development patterns play a role in
human resources needs?

• How will the city’s demographics play a role in human resources
needs? (e.g., older populations requiring different city services and
housing?)

What should we be doing now to prepare for our changing needs and
changing workforce?

• What strategies should we employ? What are some possible solutions
to workforce shortages and changes? Do the solutions require outside
assistance or legal authority?

• What are the constraints against implementing strategies? What are
some possible solutions to those constraints?

Source: From League of Minnesota Cities, City Employees & Workforce Planning: Getting
Started 1 (working draft, St. Paul: the League, n.d.). Reprinted by permission.
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sition and characteristics of their
present workforce to aid them in de-
termining current conditions and high-
lighting areas that may need additional
planning to meet future needs. The
analysis phase can be broken into 
three steps: (a) analyze the current
workforce profile; (b) analyze the fu-
ture workforce profile; and (c) deter-
mine gaps or surpluses.

A. Analyze the current workforce profile.
The first step is to establish a “snap-
shot,” or baseline, of where the organi-
zation is now. This process is crucial for
the entire organization, various depart-
ments, and even specific organizational
functions or classifications to undertake.
Leaders might consider the following as
they go through this phase:

• Demographic data on the
workforce: age, gender, race,
tenure, and education levels

• Retirement eligibility statistics and
patterns

• Employees’ skills, knowledge, and
competencies 

• Salary data and contract/temporary
costs39

• Supervisory ratios and
management/employee ratios,
including projected retirement of
people in leadership positions

• The extent to which functional
requirements are linked to meeting
the objectives identified in phase 1

• The extent to which turnover has
reduced the skill set of certain
occupational groups

(For more detailed questions to
consider, see the sidebar on page 14.)

B. Analyze the future workforce profile.
Leaders must next identify future work-
force needs, composition, changes, and
skills in order to outline job requirements.
They might consider the following:

• What new skills will we need to
accomplish our goals and mission?

• How many employees will be
needed to meet future service
needs? 

• What factors affect the demand for
our services? 

• How might new technologies change
how the service is provided?

• Which are critical positions? 

• Which critical positions are
essential to the achievement of the
mission and goals of the agency?

• What skills or positions are needed
in emergency situations?

• How is the workforce going to
change? 

Commonly Employed
Strategies of 
Workforce Planning

Recruitment and Selection
Strategies

• Recruitment plans

• Specialized or targeted recruitment
and selection

• Internship programs and volunteers

Training and Development Strategies

• Career development programs

• Personal development consultation 

• Identification of critical skills

• Employee training

• Staff training and retraining

• Leadership development

• Mentoring

• Provision of training and learning
opportunities and resources

• Provision of opportunities to
develop career paths

• Cross-training

• Interagency transfers

• Special projects/job rotations

Retention and Work Design
Strategies

• Retention programs

• Flexplace or telecommuting

• Alternative work schedules

• Work-life balance

• Employee recognition

• Employee performance incentives1

Organizational Design Strategies

• Organizational structure

• Job design 

• Classification flexibility

• Process changes and streamlined
work

Note

1. For more information, see David 
N. Ammons & William C. Rivenbark, Gain-
sharing in Local Government, POPULAR

GOVERNMENT, Spring/Summer 2006, at 31.

Figure 3. Basic Workforce Planning Model
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3. Develop and implement a plan,
including appropriate human
resource strategies.

When the organization clearly under-
stands present and future needs, inclu-
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• What external workforce trends,
such as skill availability in the
labor market, will affect us?

• What are the potential impacts of
legislative changes?

• What are the impacts of social and
economic trends?

• What will be the competition for
future skills?

C. Determine gaps or surpluses.
The materials gathered in steps 2A and
2B provide the data necessary to analyze
resulting gaps or surpluses. “Gap analy-
sis” is the process of comparing infor-
mation discovered through the “current
workforce profile and the future work-
force profile to identify ‘gaps’ or surpluses
in the current staffing levels and organ-
izational skills, and the staffing levels
and skills that are anticipated for the
future workforce needs.”40 Gap analysis
helps provide the information necessary
to develop strategies and solutions for
current as well as future needs. 

In determining gaps or surpluses, the
most important question is, What is the
gap between the projected need and the
projected supply? Additionally it is
useful to consider these questions: 

• Do we currently have the skills that
we anticipate needing? 

• Are there areas in which future
needs exceed current resources and
projections? 

• What skill gaps are critical for
future goal accomplishment?

• Are there areas in which the
current workforce exceeds the
projected needs of the future?

• Are there areas in which the
current supply will meet the future
needs, resulting in a gap of zero?

• Are there existing employee skills,
qualifications, or short- and long-
term competencies required for the
proposed organizational
objectives? 

Once gaps are identified, manage-
ment and leadership should consult to
prioritize the gaps that will have the
most impact on organizational goal
attainment.41

ding the gap between them, it can 
develop and implement strategies and
responses to give it a cohesive strategic
workforce plan for effective service
delivery. Workforce planning strategies

Examples of Strategies: Reinvention/Retooling 
After identifying the job classes, departments, and key leadership positions
that are likely to be vacant in the near future, the city can start analyzing
how best to address the vacancy. Probably the first question to ask is, “Is it
possible that the city could decide to discontinue this service?”

Example. The city is currently providing a fall leaf-removal service for
residents, and the primary person in charge of it is getting ready to retire.
The city may want to ask itself, “Is this a core service?” “Is this service
of high importance to our residents?” “Are there other entities—public or
private—that already provide this service?” “What would happen if we
discontinued this service as far as liability, public relations, legal
compliance, etc?”

If the service is determined to be essential, then the next question that the
city may want to ask is, “Are there any other ways to accomplish this
service for our residents?”

Example. The city employs its own City Assessor, and she is retiring in
three years. Assessments can’t be discontinued entirely; they are
needed to determine property taxes. However, is there another way to
accomplish this service for city residents? Will the County be willing to
handle assessments for the city and, if so, how much would they charge?
Could the city hire an outside consultant to do the assessments? Should
the city consider a joint powers arrangement or consider sharing an
employee with another city?

If contracting out doesn’t seem to be a good option, another option might
be to consider some non-traditional approaches such as:
• Splitting up jobs

Example. The City Engineer retires and is hired back on a part-time basis
with no supervisory duties; all supervision is assigned to a different
department director or to a lower level supervisor.

• Teamwork (several different departments join together to accomplish
various aspects of a job)

Example. The Fire Marshall retires and the various duties are re-
assigned to the Fire Chief and the Building Inspection Department.

• Using volunteers

Example. The city is unable to recruit a sufficient number of parks
maintenance workers to maintain the city’s parks. The city establishes a
volunteer program in which the city’s garden club takes over flower
planting and other duties for all city parks.

• Working outside of job class

Example. The city is unable to recruit a utility billing clerk with an
appropriate level of computer skills. However, there is a part-time public
works employee who is very good with computers. The city hires and
trains the public works employee to handle utility billing duties on a part-
time basis and public works duties on a part-time basis.

Source: From League of Minnesota Cities, City Employees & Workforce Planning: Getting
Started 4 (working draft, St. Paul: the League, n.d.). Reprinted by permission.
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aim to affect the entire life cycle of em-
ployees, from selection to training to
turnover. Governments will need to
determine the components to be included
in the workforce plan; these are likely 
to involve changes in recruitment,
development, and retention methods,
and outsourcing strategies. Strategies
might include addressing the organi-
zation’s position on specific skill groups,
such as information technology pro-
fessionals or engineers, including what
work model the organization would 
like to employ relative to these groups
(retention, new hires, retraining, or
outsourcing). 

In selecting and implementing stra-
tegies, it is important to consider issues
such as the following:

• Time
Is there time to develop staff inter-

nally for upcoming vacancies and skill
shortages, or is specialized recruitment
the best option?42

• Resources
What resources (staff, money,

technology, etc.) are currently available
to provide assistance in developing and
implementing the selected strategies? 

Does the cost of providing the
resources justify the result?

Are adequate resources available for
implementing the selected strategies?

• Internal Depth
Do current staff demonstrate the

potential and interest to develop the
skills necessary to be promoted to new
or modified positions, or will external
recruitment be needed?43

How will people be identified for
future training and development?44

• Alignment with Goals
Are selected strategies aligned with

the organization’s mission and goals?
Are there clear objectives for the

strategies selected?

Table 1. Workforce Data Collection
No

Identified Not Identified Municipalities
Yes as a Need as a Need Developing Responding

Demographics (e.g., gender, race, ethnicity) 83.3% 6.7% 6.7% 3.3% 30

Age distribution of current workforce 71.4 14.3 7.1 7.1 28

Skills of current workforce 20.7 51.7 20.7 6.9 29

Competencies of current workforce 13.8 44.8 24.1 17.2 29

Average years of service of current workforce 86.7 6.7 3.3 3.3 30

Time to fill vacant positions 65.5 17.2 10.3 6.9 29

Employee performance levels 72.4 17.2 6.9 3.4 29

Turnover rates 90.0 3.3 3.3 3.3 30

Labor market skill availability 33.3 51.9 14.8 0.0 27

Source: From Christina E. Ritchie, Who Will Lead Tomorrow’s Workforce? The Status of Succession Planning in North Carolina Municipalities, Paper
Presented at the Capstone Conference, Univ. of N.C. at Chapel Hill (Apr. 8, 2005) (on file with author). Reprinted by permission.

Table 2. Planning and Analysis Activities
No

Identified Not Identified Municipalities
Yes as a Need as a Need Developing Responding

Retirement projections 66.7% 13.3% 10.0% 10.0% 30

Competitiveness of compensation strategies 79.3 17.2 3.4 0.0 29

Inclusion of human resources section 
in municipality strategic plan 41.4 37.9 17.2 3.4 29

Short-term staffing needs (1 year or less) 53.3 16.7 23.3 6.7 30

Long-term staffing needs (more than 1 year) 39.3 32.1 21.4 7.1 28

Recruiting plans 64.3 17.9 7.1 10.7 28

Identification of high-potential employees 31.0 31.0 27.6 10.3 29

Identification of critical hiring areas 46.4 25.0 14.3 14.3 28

Identification of key positions within municipality 60.7 10.7 14.3 14.3 28

Succession plans 14.8 51.9 22.2 11.1 27

Training plans 46.7 30.0 6.7 16.7 30

Workforce gap analysis 7.1 42.9 35.7 14.3 28

Source: From Christina E. Ritchie, Who Will Lead Tomorrow’s Workforce? The Status of Succession Planning in North Carolina Municipalities, Paper
Presented at the Capstone Conference, Univ. of N.C. at Chapel Hill (Apr. 8, 2005) (on file with author). Reprinted by permission.
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How do different workforce
strategies affect outcomes? 

Although an organization may not
have a formal workforce plan in place,
it already may be undertaking some
commonly employed strategies through
its human resource services (see the
sidebar on page 15).45 (For examples of
strategies that a government might
consider in selected situations, see the
sidebar on page 16.)

4. Evaluate, monitor, and adjust 
the plan.

Just as strategic plans undergo an annual
review, workforce plans need regular
evaluation and adjustment. By reviewing
the workforce plan, an organization has
the opportunity to assess what is working
and what is not, and make necessary
adjustments. Doing so will ensure that
the plan and related strategies are in line
with the agency’s mission, goals, initia-
tives, strategic plan, and vision, and that
they address new workforce and organ-
izational issues and developments.46

Some important dimensions to
consider in this area are as follows: 

• What goals or objectives have we met?

• Have our strategies achieved the
intended results?

• Have our projections been on target?

• Are we getting the necessary
feedback from program managers
and supervisors?

• What is the budgeting impact of
the planning process, and what
resources are available?

• Have there been indicators of
change and a need to realign work-
force planning efforts?

Status of Government Workforce
Planning in North Carolina

In 2004 the School of Government sur-
veyed the fifty North Carolina munici-
palities with populations of more than
15,000 to learn about their use of work-
force planning, succession planning, and
related efforts.47 Only
10 percent of survey
respondents reported
conducting formal
workforce planning,
but 30 percent re-
ported doing informal
or department-based
planning. A majority
of respondents (60 per-
cent) reported that they were not en-
gaged in any type of central workforce
planning (see Figure 4). These propor-
tions are consistent with national re-
sults.48 (For the survey’s findings about
succession planning, see the article on
page 26). 

A forthcoming publication argues
that many cities do not engage in formal
workforce planning because they do not
perceive a need to invest in it.49 This con-
tention is not true in North Carolina,
where, although only a small percentage
of municipalities conduct workforce and
succession planning, most identify it as a
need (see Figure 5).

Identification of a need for planning
is a positive sign. However, there is no
guarantee that those who highlight this
necessity will in fact create and imple-
ment a workforce plan. The majority of
respondents to the School of Govern-
ment survey reported that they antici-
pated developing both a workforce plan
and a succession plan in the next three
years. Despite this encouraging indica-
tor, about 25 percent of survey respond-
ents indicated that they did not intend to
develop a workforce or succession plan.

As noted earlier, only a handful of
North Carolina municipalities have
undertaken formal workforce planning
programs. Yet an examination of efforts
associated with the different phases of
planning indicates that a variety of pro-
cesses and activities already are being
employed. Examining what is happen-
ing in these communities is a helpful
way to consider the four dimensions
outlined earlier. 

Review of Organizational Objectives
Strategic planning at the local level is
becoming more common and involves
the creation of an overall mission state-
ment, identification of core values, and
specification of organizational goals by
the organization’s stakeholders.50 De-

spite larger municipal-
ities’ high level of
strategic planning,
only 41.4 percent of
them incorporate a
human resource sec-
tion into their strategic
plans.51 (For more on
strategic planning, see
the article on page 4.) 

The field of human resource manage-
ment has seen many changes in the last
decade. One of the most pronounced is
the shift from a focus on tactical and 
day-to-day management to strategic
management.52 Although the role of
human resource directors is clearly

Figure 5. Identification of Work-
force Planning as a Need 
(n = 29)

Source: From CHRISTINA E. RITCHIE, WHO WILL LEAD

TOMORROW’S WORKFORCE? THE STATUS OF SUCCES-
SION PLANNING IN NORTH CAROLINA MUNICIPALITIES,
Paper Presented at the Capstone Conference,
Univ. of N.C. at Chapel Hill (Apr. 8, 2005) (on
file with author). Reprinted by permission.

Figure 4. The Nature of Workforce
Planning Efforts in N.C.
Municipalities (n = 30)

Source: From CHRISTINA E. RITCHIE, WHO WILL LEAD

TOMORROW’S WORKFORCE? THE STATUS OF SUCCES-
SION PLANNING IN NORTH CAROLINA MUNICIPALITIES,
Paper Presented at the Capstone Conference,
Univ. of N.C. at Chapel Hill (Apr. 8, 2005) (on
file with author). Reprinted by permission.
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changing, many communities, including
several in North Carolina, may not yet
consider human resource directors to 
be strategic players in the planning
process. “A strategic perspective sug-
gests that an organization is forward-
thinking and conceives of human capital
as a valuable asset to the government.
Moreover, it suggests that human re-
source management department staff
are integral members of the strategic
planning community.”53

Analysis of Present and Future
Workforce Needs
Having data about employees is crucial
in conducting workforce planning. It
allows human resource managers to 
allocate human capital in the best
possible way. North Carolina munici-
palities were asked to identify what
types of workforce data they collect,
from basic data such as demographics,
to more sophisticated data such as
competencies of the current work-
force.54 A significant number of the
responding municipalities collected
workforce data, particularly basic
workforce data, many elements of
which are required for other human re-
source reporting. For example, 83 per-
cent collected information on basic
demographics, and 71 percent, on age
distribution (see Table 1, page 17). 

Although most responding munici-
palities collected basic data, less than 
25 percent collected data on skills or
competencies of the current workforce.
Competencies are more complicated
measures, but most identified these types
of data as still needed, or were develop-
ing means to collect them. Given a lack
of data in this area, municipalities may
have difficulty moving into steps 2B and
2C, identifying future workforce needs
and projecting skill gaps, respectively. 

Survey respondents were asked to
what extent they undertake particular
planning and analysis activities. Of the
12 possible activities identified in the
survey, only 5 were conducted by more
than half of the municipalities: retirement
projections, analysis of the competitive-
ness of compensation strategies, analysis
of short-term staffing needs, develop-
ment of recruiting plans, and identifica-
tion of key positions in the municipality.
Not only were these activities less likely

North Carolina County Examples
To provide a more complete understanding of practices in North Carolina
local governments, the School of Government is collecting information 
on county efforts. Early evidence indicates that counties, like municipalities,
fall along a continuum of activities. Some counties are just beginning to
consider how to approach planning. Others are undertaking creative and
needed practices. Following are some examples of county efforts. As more
information is gathered, additional insights will become available. 

Moore County
Moore County has undertaken a countywide effort to analyze its current
workforce. The results include a comprehensive compensation and
classification study, with all position descriptions revised and updated. The
workforce planning analysis resulted in the creation of a dual-career track
process whereby employees now have the opportunity to advance with or
without additional supervisory responsibilities. This process has made
advancement possibilities clearer and has linked the individual’s
contributions to departmental outcomes. These new promotion paths will
help employees identify development opportunities. The promotion paths
also provide both supervisors and staff with an understanding of individual
developmental needs. With these efforts in place, Moore County has begun
to consider more-focused succession-planning needs and strategies by
initiating conversations with department heads and the management team
about future workforce needs.

Wayne County
Wayne County has had a succession planning effort in place for the last two
years and is now beginning to develop a full workforce plan. Sue Guy, Wayne
County human resource director, acknowledges that their program is
“homegrown.” The plan identifies a range of positions characterized as
“difficult-to-place”—not just key department heads but other jobs across the
organization. County officials meet with internal candidates who have
expressed an interest in continuing employment with the county and might
step up into new responsibilities.

Commitment and working with the employee are important elements 
in the planning efforts. County supervisors work with staff to identify what
the employees need to move beyond their current position and be com-
petitive for promotion (although promotion is never guaranteed). Working
with staff, supervisors create a plan for what staff can accomplish in the
coming year in terms of their own development. These activities become
part of the employees’ annual performance-planning and goal-setting
process. The county is committed to helping its employees grow but
recognizes that at times no internal candidate will be available. For these
situations it has created networks with others to remain at the forefront 
for recruitment. 

Davidson County
Although Davidson County does not have a countywide workforce plan in
place, dialogue has begun between department heads and management
about the importance of planning for the future. Working with the county
management team, the county manager is establishing workforce planning
as a goal and a responsibility of all department heads in the coming year.
Some boards and departments already have begun their work and are more
advanced in terms of their planning and practices. Top-level county leader-
ship has recognized the importance of workforce and succession planning
and is focusing greater attention on these issues.
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to be undertaken than basic data collec-
tion, but they also were much less likely
to be identified as a need. 

Only 7.1 percent of respondents un-
dertook workforce gap analysis; 35.7 per-
cent reported that it had not been
identified as a need (see Table 2, page 17).
The latter finding is understandable,
given the low percentage of municipal-
ities collecting data on their workforce
skills and competencies. Analysis of cur-
rent and future workforce needs requires
further emphasis in most municipalities.

Development and Implementation of a
Human Resource Plan and Strategies 
The survey revealed that workforce
training and employee development
activities lack uniformity across munici-
palities. Although almost all respondents
conducted supervisory training and
allocated money for external training,
50 percent or less conducted additional

strategies, such as leadership develop-
ment programs and cross-training. Ac-
tivities such as mentoring were performed
by less than 10 percent of respondents.
(See Table 3, page 22.)

Given that few municipalities conduct
workforce and succession planning, it is
not surprising that few conduct advanced
training and development activities. (For
more information on succession plan-

Other Issues to Consider in Developing Plans 
and Strategies
• Workers’ compensation insurance: this kind of issue arises when

employees are telecommuting or sharing a job.

• Equal Pay Act and pay equity: the more jobs and duties are shared, the more
complicated addressing the issue of equal and equitable pay becomes.

• Liability issues: experimenting with new job duties or hiring less experienced
workers can mean increased training requirements and safety concerns.

• Unemployment insurance: whenever jobs are eliminated or hours reduced,
this kind of insurance can become an issue.

• Age Discrimination in Employment Act: the more a city uses older workers,
the more likely it is that age discrimination issues can arise.
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ning in North Carolina, see the article
on page 26.) Still, the high percentage
that do not identify such activities as
needed is alarming. Additional training
and education for municipalities may be
an important next step.

(For other issues to consider in
developing plans and strategies, see the
sidebar on page 20.)

Barriers Faced
Few municipalities undertake a formal
central workforce planning process, so
respondents were not asked about
evaluation of their programs. Instead,
they were asked what barriers they faced
in considering workforce planning. 

Results from the IPMA–HR national
survey provide a starting point for a
better understanding of common bar-
riers. In that survey the most common
barriers to creating timely and complete

workforce plans included preoccupation
with short-term activities, insufficient
staffing, lack of funding, and lack of
executive support (see Table 4, page 22).

Survey respondents identified several
other barriers, including agency uncer-
tainty, given no
mandate for work-
force planning.
Changes in admin-
istration and fiscal
constraints on sup-
porting new initiatives
also can act as
barriers.55 Addition-
ally, “many jurisdic-
tions feel pulled in two directions: Their
workforce-planning process shows them
there are serious challenges ahead due to
an aging workforce and retirements, but
their budgets are severely cut. There’s
pressure to choose a short-term fix, 

such as early retirements, layoffs, and
reduced training.”56

Anecdotal evidence indicates that
North Carolina municipalities face
barriers similar to those faced by their
counterparts in other states. Reporting

on barriers to suc-
cession planning,
Ritchie found that
lack of personnel to
manage the program
and lack of time to
participate were most
commonly identified.
Organizational cul-
ture, low priority

given by senior management, and
insufficient financial resources also were
identified. (For more information, see
the article on page 26.) Barriers to
workforce planning are likely to be
similar to those for succession planning.

Websites
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, Governor’s Office of
Administration
www.workforceplanning.state.pa.us

Idaho Division of Human Resources
www.dhr.idaho.gov/hrinfo/workforceplanningguide.pdf

International City/County Management Association
www.icma.org

Texas State Auditor
www.hr.state.tx.us/workforce/wfplans.html

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 
School of Government
www.nchr.unc.edu

U.S. Office of Personnel Management
www.opm.gov/hcaaf_resource_center/3-4.asp

Washington State
hr.dop.wa.gov/workforceplanning/wfpguide.htm

Articles and Books
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DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS POSE CHALLENGES FOR EMPLOYERS AND

WORKERS. GAO-02-85. Washington, D.C.: GAO, 2001.
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Resources Additional resources may be found at www.nchr.unc.edu.

Three-fifths of North Carolina’s
medium-sized and large cities 
do not do any type of central
workforce planning. 
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The barriers identified for North
Carolina municipalities might indicate
that municipalities do not view their
human resource departments as 
crucial strategic players. Specifically 
the 40 percent indicating lack of 
priority given by senior management 
is a concern, for executive support 
has been found to be a crucial com-
ponent of successful planning. If human
resources generally do not receive
management support, human re-
source–led initiatives will find it diffi-
cult to succeed. 

Recommendations and Conclusion

The message that workforce changes are
coming is not new. Neither is concern
about government’s readiness to address
them successfully. In the early twentieth
century, Henri Fayol, a management
scholar, wrote about the fourteen points
of management, among them, that man-
agement has a responsibility to ensure
the “stability of tenure of personnel.”57

If that need was ignored, Fayol believed,
key positions would be filled by ill-
prepared people.

As noted earlier, it is important when
undertaking workforce planning that 
top management set overall direction
and goals. Obtaining managerial and
supervisory input and commitment is
important in development and imple-
mentation of workforce planning stra-
tegies. Also essential is establishment 
of a communication strategy to create
shared expectations, promote trans-
parency, and report progress. During
workforce planning, communicating
with and involving managers is neces-
sary, for they will be crucial in many

Table 3. Training and Development Activities
No

Identified Not Identified Municipalities
Yes as a Need as a Need Developing Responding

Formal cross-training programs 40.0% 36.7% 23.3% 0.0% 30

Formal mentoring 7.1 57.1 32.1 3.6 28

Leadership development programs 50.0 36.7 10.0 3.3 30

Management development programs 46.7 40.0 13.3 0.0 30

Individual development plans 46.7 30.0 16.7 6.7 30

Individual development gap analysis 13.8 37.9 41.4 6.9 29

Rotational work assignments 34.5 17.2 48.3 0.0 29

Identification of organizational competencies 36.7 33.3 26.7 3.3 30

360-degree evaluations 15.4 23.1 50.0 11.5 26

Provide money for external training (e.g. to cover 
conference fees, course registration, etc.) 100.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 30

Supervisory training 93.3 3.3 0.0 3.3 30

Formal coaching 41.4 37.9 13.8 6.9 29

Source: From Christina E. Ritchie, Who Will Lead Tomorrow’s Workforce? The Status of Succession Planning in North Carolina Municipalities, Paper
Presented at the Capstone Conference, Univ. of N.C. at Chapel Hill (Apr. 8, 2005). Reprinted by permission.

Table 4. Barriers to Planning for Participants in the 2004 Study by the International Public Management 
Association for Human Resources

Barriers Percentage*

Preoccupation with short-term activities 39.2

Insufficient staffing 34.0

Lack of funding 25.8

Lack of executive support 18.0

Restrictive merit system rules on hiring 13.4

Insufficient marketing effort 6.2

Lack of confidence in planning technique 6.2

Resistance to change 1.0

Source: From Gilbert L. Johnson & Judith Brown, Workforce Planning Not a Common Practice, IPMA–HR Study Finds, 33 PUBLIC PERSONNEL MANAGEMENT

379, 386 (2004), text available as a PDF at http://unpan1.un.org/intradoc/groups/public/documents/IPMA-HR/UNPAN017926.pdf. Reprinted by
permission.

*Percentages total more than 100 because respondents could select more than one item.
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steps of the process, including data
acquisition and analysis, selection of
strategies for change, implementation 
of strategies, and evaluation of the
plan’s impacts.58 Additionally, commu-
nicating succession needs and oppor-
tunities to staff is crucial. However, staff
should recognize that succession plans
are not guarantees of long-term employ-
ment or advancement.

Despite the obstacles to and the com-
plexity of good planning, governments
should begin to consider how they might
use workforce planning. A wise and
manageable first step is to gather rele-
vant information in order to understand
the current workforce better, and to begin
a dialogue on the matter within the or-
ganization. Another helpful step is to
consider the connection between work-
force planning and the organization’s

larger strategic planning initiatives as
leaders think about what they will need
from the workforce in the coming years.

Like all major changes and initiatives,
workforce planning requires long-term
and significant commitment throughout
an organization. It is not easy and will
not occur overnight. The plan should
have a 5- to 10-year time horizon and
commitment from those who lead the
organization and those who implement
the plan. There are many aspects and
dimensions to consider in undertaking
this process, including time, resources,
internal depth, “in-demand” competen-
cies, workplace and workforce dynamics,
and job classifications. Formulating all
aspects of a good plan might take several
years and involve long-term culture
change by the organization.59

Leadership has consistently been
found to be a crucial element in success-
ful organizational change. A guiding
coalition of “change champions” must

The most common barriers 
to creating timely and 
complete workforce plans are
preoccupation with short-term
activities, insufficient staffing, 
lack of funding, and lack of
executive support.
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help lead major changes.60 Managers,
elected officials, and representatives
from throughout the organization need
to be involved and committed to work-
force planning. Through planning and
better understanding of current and
future workforce needs, an organization
not only becomes more effective in the
present but also positions itself for the
future. The leaders of local governments,
who are stewards of the public trust,
provide a great gift when they think
beyond their tenure and leave their
organizations readier to face the future. 

Workforce planning must start some-
where—possibly with conversations
between leaders and department heads
or with gathering of relevant data and
indicators. The main message is to start
somewhere and keep it simple. If the
organization wants line managers to do
regular workforce planning, it must make
such planning uncomplicated for them
and integrate it into other processes, such
as strategic planning or budgeting.61

“Forewarned is forearmed. And
forearmed is confident. One of the most
striking benefits of thorough, ongoing
workforce planning is the level of calm
it provides—even in jurisdictions facing
significant numbers of retirements.”62
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