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The Senior Executives Association (SEA) has been a voice and an advocate for the federal government's career Senior Executive Service (SES) since 1980. SEA is a nonpartisan, nonprofit professional membership association that supports a federal career leadership corps that is highly qualified, accountable, and focused on helping agencies meet their missions in accordance with the laws passed by Congress and the priorities of the President. SEA's mission is to promote good government initiatives that empower senior executives for mission success, advocate for legislation and policies in the interests of the career federal Senior Executive Service, and connect current, rising, and aspiring leaders with continuous professional development.
Congress created the SES through the Civil Service Reform Act of 1978. In the decades since, few meaningful workforce reforms have become law, and the management and personnel systems governing senior executives have not kept pace with the demands placed on them. Recent years have brought significant changes to how senior executives are selected, evaluated, removed, and rewarded, many made through executive action and subject to revision by future administrations.
SEA believes the durability of any reform depends on its grounding in statute and its nonpartisanship. This policy agenda focuses on recommendations that strengthen the capability and accountability of the career senior corps, that members of either party can support, and that, where appropriate, should be settled in law so they endure beyond any single administration. SEA will work with members of Congress across the political spectrum on proposals that achieve these goals.
The agenda has two parts. Part One addresses the Senior Executive Service, itself. Part Two addresses the broader civil service, which senior executives are responsible for managing and whose rules determine the tools they have to lead it.
PART ONE: THE SENIOR EXECUTIVE SERVICE
Preventing Politicization of the Senior Executive Service
The strength of the SES depends on a clear and stable boundary between the career positions that provide continuity and management expertise and the political positions that set policy direction. That boundary should be set in statute so that it cannot be revised through executive action alone.
· Define in statute which senior management positions are career reserved, particularly positions whose principal responsibilities are management rather than policy, so that their designation does not shift with each administration. Positions responsible for financial management, human capital, information technology, and oversight are prime candidates for this protection.
· Strengthen the authority, visibility, and institutional standing of agency Chief Human Capital Officers by ensuring they have the delegations, organizational access, and technological systems needed to carry out their statutory responsibilities, and by requiring accountability mechanisms that confirm these conditions are met.
· Require consistent onboarding for new political appointees covering agency mission and structure, key management processes, ethics requirements, and the working relationships between career and political leadership.
· Oppose measures that politicize the career SES in ways contrary to its statutory design and to the intent of Congress in creating it.
· Keep the career SES a merit-based, objective, and nonpartisan corps. Career executives should be selected, evaluated, and retained on the basis of merit, and protected from loyalty tests or from reclassification that would remove the merit protections Congress established for the career service.
· Provide resilient restrictions and guardrails against political interference and retaliation against career employees, especially the SES.
Executive Performance Management
SEA supports accountability for senior executives. Current procedures can make it difficult for agencies to reward outstanding performance or address poor performance in a timely way. Reform should make that process faster and clearer while preserving the merit basis and the due process that protect career executives from arbitrary or politically motivated removal.  
· Establish a streamlined, merit-based process for managing senior executive performance that identifies outstanding performance and addresses poor performance faster and more clearly than the current system, while retaining meaningful due process protections.
· Require managers to make an affirmative, documented determination on retention before a new executive completes the probationary period.
· Ensure that political appointees have written performance plans that conform to OPM and agency standards.
Executive Recognition
Recognition programs should be robust, generally consistent across agencies, and tied to mission results across the full career corps.
· Ensure that performance awards and other recognition programs that cover multiple agencies are meaningful and apply consistently across agencies and the full career corps.
· Recognize executives for measurable mission outcomes and organizational improvements, including contributions to enterprise and cross-agency priorities.
· Assess whether the current SES award and recognition structure meets its intended purpose, and recommend changes where it does not.
Addressing Executive Misconduct
Agencies must be able to act on executive misconduct promptly, and executives need assurance that discipline will rest on the facts of the case, will be free of political retaliation, and will conform to merit principles.
· Establish a streamlined, merit-based process for addressing misconduct among senior executives that is faster and clearer than the current system while retaining meaningful due process protections.
· Apply to executives the principles on penalty selection, penalty tables, and adjudication set out in Part Two under Addressing Poor Performance and Misconduct, which govern discipline for executives and the employees they supervise alike.
Selection, Development, and the Leadership Pipeline
A capable senior corps requires deliberate investment in the managers and executives who lead it. The pipeline of future senior leaders has been depleted in recent years, which makes this investment more urgent.
· Create a dual-track career path that recognizes management and public-service leadership as a distinct profession, with requirements for initial and ongoing training and support for federal managers.
· Mandate training for supervisors, managers, executives, and appointees on personnel rules and performance management, emphasizing timely and developmental feedback, so those who hold others accountable understand the tools and obligations available to them. Support the funding needed to deliver high-quality and periodic training, including in-person development where practicable.
· Require agency workforce plans to explicitly address succession planning and leadership bench strength for the Senior Executive Service and other mission-critical positions, ensuring that near-term hiring priorities do not crowd out the multi-year investment that leadership development requires.
· Broaden access to developmental opportunities, including rotational assignments, joint-duty details, and cross-sector collaborations, for employees in the grades that form the primary pipeline into the SES. Use employee surveys and workforce assessments to measure perceived pathways into senior leadership as a leading indicator of pipeline health, and re-examine the executive core qualifications to reflect current leadership needs, including the value of skills-based assessment.
· Restore and fully resource OPM's executive development infrastructure to ensure government-wide leadership development that individual agencies cannot replicate on their own.
PART TWO: THE CIVIL SERVICE THAT SENIOR EXECUTIVES LEAD
Senior executives are responsible for managing the federal workforce. The rules governing hiring, performance, conduct, and pay for that workforce determine the tools executives have to lead it, and so affect SEA members directly.
Addressing Poor Performance and Misconduct
Managers need procedures that let them act on outstanding and poor performance and misconduct in a timely way, and employees need assurance that those procedures are applied consistently and on the merits.
· Ensure managers have flexible, funded incentives, such as performance-based pay increases and awards, to reward outstanding performance as readily as they address poor performance.
· Retain managerial discretion at the proposing stage to select the action to address poor performance, whether removal, reduction in grade, reassignment, or another lawful remedy, that best fits the circumstances.
· End mandatory penalty tables while permitting advisory ranges and summaries of prior decisions that help managers reach consistent and non-disparate outcomes. Consistency of treatment is itself a merit system value.
· Eliminate the statutory requirement for Performance Improvement Plans, giving managers discretion to determine when a formal improvement period is warranted.
· Create, or at a minimum clarify, a single forum for adjudicating federal employment disputes to reduce forum shopping and delay, with particular attention to the treatment of mixed cases.
Due Process and the Independence of the Merit Systems Protection Board
The Merit Systems Protection Board gives career employees, including senior executives, independent review of the actions taken against them. The independence of the Board is essential to a professional career civil service.
· Preserve the Board's independent authority to review and, where warranted, mitigate penalties that fall outside the tolerable limits of reasonableness. Rulemaking should not be used to constrain that authority.
· Retain the Douglas factors, the framework the Board has applied since 1981 to judge whether a penalty is reasonable, which weighs the seriousness of the offense, the employee's responsibilities and past record, consistency with comparable cases, mitigating circumstances, and the potential for rehabilitation.
· Keep appeals of adverse personnel actions with the Board, including appeals of reductions in force, probationary and trial period terminations, and suitability actions that recent OPM final rules have moved to OPM.
· Oppose actions that strip career positions of merit-based due process, including designations that determine where or whether employees may appeal adverse actions, without replacing those protections with credible, enforceable alternatives.
Hiring and Workforce Capability
The government's ability to compete for talented citizens depends on a hiring system that is both faster and more rigorous, supported by a professional human resources workforce equipped to administer it effectively.
· Continue to modernize and simplify federal hiring rules and procedures while expanding the use of modern, valid assessments that identify skills and capability rather than relying solely on credentials or self-reported qualifications.
· Strengthen and professionalize the federal HR, IT, financial management, acquisition, and other mission-support workforces, establishing defined competency standards and certification requirements comparable to those used for the federal acquisition workforce.
· Maintain a stable set of core, cross-administration human capital metrics, including time-to-hire, closure of mission-critical skills gaps, and retention in mission-critical occupations, so that agencies, OPM, and Congress can track workforce progress independent of which priorities a given administration emphasizes.
· Require agencies to dedicate a meaningful share of employee salary budgets to learning and development, with particular emphasis on data, technology, and the leadership skills needed to manage complex organizations.
· Introduce continued development for members of the SES, including cross-agency rotations and assignments, executive education, mentoring and coaching, and opportunities to build experience outside of their immediate agency or functional area.
Pay, Total Rewards, and Benefits
The federal compensation model for senior employees reflects assumptions that no longer match the labor market or the government's need to recruit and retain expertise. These structural problems have worsened in recent years and must be addressed for the government to remain competitive for talent.
· Address the pay compression affecting more than 35,000 federal managers, executives, and senior experts, including by allowing senior employees who reach applicable pay caps to continue receiving standard base and locality adjustments.
· Move toward a compensation model that is sensitive to occupation and labor market conditions, in place of the broad industrial-era approach that no longer serves the government's recruiting and retention needs.
· Oppose proposals to reduce or restructure earned retirement benefits for current federal employees and retirees, including changes to annuity calculation formulas or the elimination of annuity supplements, which would undermine the government's ability to retain experienced career leaders.
· Support durable reform to ensure federal employees are paid on schedule during a lapse in appropriations. Under current law, employees receive back pay only after the lapse ends, which imposes hardship on those required to keep working. SEA will work with members of either party on proposals that achieve this goal.
A DURABLE PATH TO MODERNIZATION
Many of the challenges facing the civil service are longstanding and interconnected. Resolving them requires a deliberate, comprehensive approach, and a commitment to grounding reform in statute so that improvements endure across changes in administration.
· Establish a nonpartisan National Commission on Government and Civil Service Modernization to examine the comprehensive and longstanding issues affecting the civil service and to recommend reforms for congressional action, drawing on expertise from across the political spectrum.
· As a general principle, prefer statutory solutions over executive action where durability is important, so that the rules governing the career corps provide stable ground for agencies and the employees who lead them.
SEA'S COMMITMENTS
SEA is committed to the capability and accountability of the SES and the federal workforce at all levels and to the principle that a more effective, efficient, and transparent government earns the trust of the taxpayers it serves. SEA will continue to oppose policies that unjustly target federal employees, including broad pay freezes, changes to earned annuity calculations, and across-the-board reductions in force that disregard mission impact. SEA welcomes the opportunity to work with any policymaker, of either party, who shares the goal of a more capable, accountable, and mission-focused federal government.
A NOTE ON STRENGTHENING SEA'S ROLE IN FEDERAL HUMAN CAPITAL MANAGEMENT POLICYMAKING
SEA's influence depends on being involved while human capital policy is still under development. Two priorities follow.
First, sustained engagement with executive branch leadership. SEA will maintain ongoing working relationships with OPM, OMB, and agency human capital management leadership, including the Chief Human Capital Officer (CHCO) community. Regular contact allows the perspective of career executives to inform rules, guidance, and management initiatives while they are being drafted.
Second, deeper engagement on Capitol Hill. SEA will expand its work with the members and staff who oversee federal human capital management, particularly the House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform and the Senate Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs. Senators James Lankford (R-OK) and Maggie Hassan (D-NH) are developing a bipartisan oversight and legislative agenda for the 120th Congress. SEA will seek to serve as a resource to that effort and to the committees more broadly, offering the practical experience of senior career executives on civil service, workforce, and management questions.
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