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Background

The Agricultural Research Service (ARS) Recruitment Action Plan will be used to outline and define an ARS-wide recruitment strategy, which addresses current and future human capital needs.  This plan will be used in conjunction with the REE Human Capital Plan, ARS Workforce Plan, Federal Equal Opportunity Recruitment Plan (FEORP), and ARS Annual EEO Program Status Report (Management Directive 715) to ensure that recruitment efforts are focused on identifying specific and targeted hiring needs within ARS.

Vision

A highly qualified and diverse workforce.

Goals

The goals of this recruitment action plan are:

Short-term

To conduct and participate in recruitment activities that will meet immediate and projected hiring needs based on the annual budget and on projected retirements and turnover for the year.

Long-term

To ensure that ARS has a highly qualified and diverse workforce working to meet the agency mission and goals.

Objectives

The ARS Recruitment Action Plan will incorporate recruitment activities that will allow us to recruit and retain a diverse workforce comprised of the “best qualified” candidates for our positions.  Recruitment efforts will be focused on areas of greatest importance and marketing efforts will strive to show that ARS is an “employer of choice.”  

Roles and Responsibilities

ARS Recruitment Office will – 

· serve in an advisory role to supervisors, managers, Human Resources Specialists, Area Civil Rights Managers, and Area Workforce Diversity/EEO Advisory Committees on recruitment initiatives; 

· develop and implement recruitment plans and strategies which address current and future human capital needs, incorporating appropriate initiatives related to special emphasis, minority recruitment, and hiring of people with disabilities; 
· develop, in conjunction with other ARS offices, marketing tools and recruitment materials to promote ARS as an “employer of choice;” 
· develop contacts with Career Placement Offices, college and university departments, and individuals with outside organizations (i.e., professional societies, student organizations, etc), USDA 1890 Liaison Officers, USDA Hispanic Serving Institution Regional Program Coordinators, and USDA Tribal Liaison Officers; 
· establish systems to track agency-wide recruitment activities; and 
· conduct evaluations and assessments of agency-wide recruitment initiatives.  
Human Resources Division (HRD) will – 

· serve as advisors to supervisors and managers in the position classification and staffing process, including providing assistance on writing position descriptions, issuing vacancy announcements, and advising on use of recruitment and hiring flexibilities and incentives to attract highly qualified candidates; 

· maintain communication on a regular basis with supervisors and managers actively involved in the recruitment process; 
· work with the Recruitment Office and Area Civil Rights Managers to identify recruitment strategies to share with supervisors and managers;  

· issue certificates of eligibles in a timely manner, following up to make sure supervisors act quickly to schedule interviews and make selections; and

· process selection documents in a timely manner.
Civil Rights Staff will – 

· serve in an advisory role to the Recruitment Office and Area Civil Rights Managers on how to identify barriers to employment and determine strategies to overcome these barriers;

· develop contacts with program officials and liaison officers assigned to work with 1890 Land Grant Institutions, Hispanic Serving Institutions, Native American Tribal Colleges and HACU program, to determine how ARS can better participate in outreach activities; and 

· promote area participation in student organizations and science clubs by initiating programs to increase awareness of ARS and USDA career opportunities.
Area Civil Rights Managers will – 

· serve in an advisory role to Area management and monitor employment profiles for the area/locations to identify under-representation in the workforce, identify barriers to employment, and devise strategies to overcome these barriers; 
· counsel supervisors, managers, location administrative staff, and the HR Specialists on under-representation in the area/locations; 
· identify appropriate sources to use to reach a diverse pool of candidates in the recruitment process; 

· serve as liaison to Area Workforce Diversity/EEO Advisory Committees and provide guidance on development of an area-wide strategy to promote employment with ARS;

· work cooperatively with the ARS Recruitment Office on agency-wide recruitment initiatives; and
· be encouraged to participate in Area ARMPS discussions to stay informed of upcoming personnel activities and make suggestions to Area/Location management on reaching out to a diverse applicant pool to address under-representation issues in the area/locations.
Supervisors, Managers, and Location Administrative Staff will – 

· discuss personnel actions with the HR specialist to determine how positions should be classified and announced;  

· develop, in cooperation with the HR Specialist, Recruitment Office, and Area Civil Rights Manager, a recruitment strategy for each position being announced, taking into consideration under-representation related to hiring of minorities, women, and people with disabilities; and

· review the applications once the certificate of eligibles is received, schedule interviews, and make selections in a timely manner.

ARS Workforce Diversity/EEO Advisory Committees will – 

· work cooperatively with the Area Civil Rights Manager, supervisors, managers, and location administrative staff to identify appropriate sources to use to reach a diverse pool of candidates; 
· identify and participate in activities with local colleges and universities, high schools, and outside organizations to promote careers with ARS; and 
· work with the Recruitment Office on agency-wide recruitment initiatives.

Workforce Planning and Analysis

As the principal scientific research agency of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, ARS employs more than 8,000 people working at various locations.  More than 2,000 of these people are scientists working in research.  ARS has more than 100 research facilities strategically located in major farm and rangeland ecosystems throughout the United States and in several foreign countries.  Many ARS locations are close to or on the campuses of major colleges and universities.

Critical occupations in ARS include leadership and research scientific positions in the life, physical, and engineering sciences (for example, agricultural engineers, biochemists, chemists, bioinformaticians, geneticists, microbiologists, molecular biologists, food technologists, soil scientists, and veterinary medical officers).  Additional critical occupations include information technology, librarian, research technicians, and various administrative and management fields.  In 2005, 14.2% (1058 employees) of the ARS workforce are eligible to retire.  Over the next five years, approximately 28% of the ARS workforce will be eligible to retire.

Efforts made now through the Recruitment Office, Human Resources Division, Area Civil Rights Managers, Area Workforce Diversity/EEO Advisory Committees, and others to promote employment opportunities with ARS should be beneficial in closing the skills gap as our current eligible workforce retires, as other employees leave, or as new skills needs or occupations emerge.

Action Plan
The USDA Human Capital Plan requires that agency Recruitment and Retention Plans be aligned with the REE Human Capital Plan, ARS Workforce Plan, Federal Equal Opportunity Recruitment Plan (FEORP), and ARS Annual EEO Program Status Report.  The actions listed below are a direct outcome of these plans.
Strategy 1:  Promote ARS as the premier agricultural research agency in the world and NAL as the premier agricultural library in the world.

To be viewed as an “Employer of Choice,” it is critical that targeted and appropriate recruitment marketing strategies be incorporated into the day-to-day activities.  A consistent and constant message should be used by all individuals representing the agency at outside events.  All employees should be encouraged to share information on the mission and programs with friends, colleagues, and peers.  Employees should be encouraged, and recognized, for efforts undertaken to promote and market career opportunities with the general public.

Recommended Actions:

· Establish a workgroup to review current recruitment materials being used throughout ARS and to create a recruitment kit that promotes ARS and the benefits of Federal employment.  Encourage Areas/Locations to supplement ARS recruitment materials with promotional materials specific to the Area/Location.  Encourage the use of the ARS recruitment kit for all recruitment or career-related activities to ensure that a consistent recruitment message is portrayed and ARS-wide career opportunities are promoted.
· Develop, in conjunction with the Information Staff, displays, posters, and brochures using contemporary pictures that depict the diverse workforce reflective of our scientific efforts, designed to appeal to a variety of audiences.

· Develop an interview kit that can be provided to applicants, which includes information on the ARS mission and organization supplemented by information relevant to the particular location/area.  The location specific information should include housing, education, local environment, cultural pursuits, recreational opportunities, child care, local maps and any other relevant information.  Information on spousal employment, a list of colleges and universities, county/state government offices, and information on other area employers should also be included.
· Develop, in conjunction with the Information Staff, a K-12 Career Outreach Kit with consistent information about ARS and available career opportunities, highlighting opportunities throughout the U.S.   

· Consider establishing outreach committees and Special Emphasis Program Managers at ARS locations with reporting relationship to the ACRM.  Committees could develop local resource contacts and initiate outreach at K-12, as well as local colleges/universities, to promote careers with ARS.  Conduct outreach in the local community.  Use Diversity Committees to conduct outreach activities.  Work more closely with state and local agricultural related organizations.

· Seek opportunities to partner with other USDA agencies in working with schools, colleges and universities to define curriculum that prepares students for careers in agricultural research.  
· Conduct informational sessions on college and university campuses to promote ARS career opportunities.  Establish and maintain contacts on campuses visited to continue to nurture relationships.
· Develop relationships with outside science-based organizations or campus clubs/organizations; conduct seminars and workshops to educate students, advisors, and faculty about ARS programs; invite students to visit the ARS facility to see the types of research being conducted; encourage students to seek student/summer positions with ARS; and participate in local meetings or conferences hosted by organizations/clubs.  

· Plan and publish a schedule for exhibiting at major (national) career fairs and professional society meetings; encourage ARS areas to develop area-wide recruitment and outreach activity calendars for inclusion in the ARS Recruitment Calendar; and publish the recruitment calendar of events on the ARS Careers website.

· Encourage ARS areas to partner and conduct cross-area recruitment and outreach activities.

Strategy 2:
Develop a diverse workforce with the necessary skills to accomplish mission and strategic goals.
Recommended Actions:

· Encourage areas/locations to study information on local demographics (population/statistics/diversity/education levels) and to use these data to address areas of under-representation in the workforce.

· Develop recruitment strategies that are realistic to reach under-represented groups.  Where the local population does not provide the opportunity to reach a diverse population for an occupation, encourage supervisors to advertise positions nationwide.

· Target regions in recruitment actions that can help improve diversity agency-wide and increase our pool of qualified candidates.

· Use the Employer Assistance and Recruiting Network (EARN) as a source for finding people with disabilities for consideration when filling positions.  Use the hiring authorities in place to fill positions with qualified people with disabilities.  Identify and use other resources (for example, Vocational Rehabilitation Offices, Veteran’s Hospitals, etc.) which serve people with disabilities to ensure these applicants are encouraged to apply and become part of the applicant pool.

· Develop and provide workshops and seminars to promote cultural awareness and working with people with disabilities.  

· Work closely with USDA liaison officers – provide guidance and information on the ARS mission and culture that could be used to help promote ARS career opportunities and hiring practices.

Strategy 3:
Increase supervisors and managers awareness of human resources regulations, policies and procedures, and hiring flexibilities.

Recommended Actions:

· Provide training and guidance to supervisors and managers on the human resources functional areas of position classification and staffing, merit system principles, and prohibited personnel practices to ensure that positions are established correctly and recruited to reach the widest applicant pool the first time.

· Provide guidance on and encourage the use of available recruitment incentives and hiring flexibilities when filling positions.
· Provide guidance to supervisors on agency-wide policies related to use of student employment programs – Student Temporary Employment Program (STEP) and Student Career Experience Program (SCEP).

· Encourage supervisors and managers to work with the Area Civil Rights Managers to identify possible contacts and resources to increase the pool of applicants for positions based on levels of under-representation for the location.  

· Encourage supervisors and managers to develop a recruitment marketing plan when advertising positions, which includes information on “ideal” candidate qualifications, identification of the potential applicant pool, how best to reach the applicant pool, steps used to market the job and reach the applicant pool, and documentation of the steps taken to reach a diverse applicant pool.

· Encourage supervisors to announce positions using the Employer Assistance and Recruiting Network (EARN) to promote employment opportunities to people with disabilities.
Strategy 4:  Promote the use of student employment programs.

Recommended Actions:
· Establish an agency-wide policy on use of student employment programs – 
· Student Temporary Employment Program (STEP) appointments are used as a means to fill positions on a short-term basis and to increase student awareness of employment opportunities available.  
· Student Career Experience Program (SCEP) appointments are used to “grow our own” workforce of the future, and students may be non-competitively converted to an appropriate position within ARS upon completion of educational requirements.  The SCEP should be used with positions that provide meaningful work experience and reasonable prospects of continued Federal employment relating to the student’s academic/career goals and to utilize career development programs.  ARS areas are encouraged to establish a goal to non-competitively convert SCEP students to permanent employment.

· Continue developing partnerships with colleges and universities for the purpose of promoting employment with, and diversity in, ARS and USDA student programs.  

· Encourage location managers to work with the Area Civil Rights Manager to utilize existing SCEP, Research Apprentice, Teacher Fellowship programs, designed to educate students and teachers about the ARS mission and career opportunities available.

· Determine why SCEP students leave the agency rather than continue employment and make changes which encourage students to seek out permanent employment with ARS.

· Identify and partner with organizations on fellowship programs to attract and train individuals for targeted occupations (for example, librarians).

· Encourage supervisors and managers to maintain contact with and track progress of students who have worked at the location.

· Provide returning students with the opportunity to work at other ARS locations in order to enhance their knowledge of ARS.

· Consider establishing a National Training program for SCEP students – involve National Program Leaders (NPLs) and Area Directors (ADs) in the establishment of positions based on current and future workforce needs.  Establish appropriate target positions for SCEP students at the current location (or other ARS location) and non-competitively convert students completing program requirements to TERM or Permanent employment.  Non-competitively convert PhD SCEP students to Postdoctoral Research Associate or permanent positions at the current location or other ARS locations to further education.

Strategy 5:  Identify issues related to retention of the current workforce and institute programs to encourage retention.

Recommended Actions:

· Evaluate current mentor programs and if feasible, establish an area-wide mentor program open to all new and current employees.
· Collect and analyze data to determine if internal agency barriers prevent females and minorities from competing for higher-level positions in the agency.  Develop mentoring programs, area-specific leadership opportunities (for example, details and special assignments in the Area Office), and mechanisms for enhanced collaborative research opportunities.  Analyze established leadership programs to determine if they are essential or de facto barriers to women and minorities getting into leadership positions.

· Conduct exit interviews, analyze trends, and make recommendations to correct any trends identified.
· Educate all new (and current) employees on the “big picture of ARS and USDA,” and how their positions fit into the overall agency and USDA mission.
· Develop and conduct on a regular basis Career Development Workshops to help current employees with their own career development.
Program Evaluation

The ARS Recruitment Office will evaluate the effectiveness of ARS recruitment initiatives using the following:

New Employee Survey – provided to all new permanent employees to gather information such as:  their current position in ARS, why they chose employment with ARS, how they found the job they applied for, and the highest degree attained.  The data gathered from this survey will be used to determine if current recruitment strategies are working and to expand recruitment efforts.

Career Fair/Conference Tracking Form – will be used to document participation in career fairs and conferences and to obtain feedback on the value of the event to our hiring needs.  An inventory of recruitment materials will also be maintained through this form.  Individuals representing ARS at career fairs and conferences will be provided the tracking form with the recruitment materials and will be asked to complete and return the form to the ARS Recruitment Office for tracking purposes.

Recruitment Bonuses/Incentives – an analysis will be conducted on the use of recruitment bonuses and incentives to determine if we are attracting highly qualified individuals and have to match competing offers from private industry.

SCEP Program Participation – data will be collected and an analysis conducted to determine if our SCEP students are being converted to permanent employment.  The information gathered should show whether use of SCEP appointments is helping in our efforts to fill permanent positions.  Where needed, additional guidance will be provided to supervisors and managers on the use of SCEP appointments.

Postdoctoral Research Associates – data will be analyzed to determine if ARS postdoctoral research associates are competing and being selected for permanent positions in ARS.  The information will be used to determine if new guidelines and policies should be implemented for the postdoctoral research associate program.

Analysis of Scientific Recruitment Actions – data is being compiled to document the length of time it takes to fill ARS scientific positions.  Data being collected includes number of days from receipt of the SF-52 (Request for Personnel Action) to the announcement opening, the length of time vacancy announcements are open, number of days from closing date to certificate being issued, number of days from certificate issued to final selection, information on the use of recruitment incentives and paid ads being placed.  This data will be useful in efforts to streamline the recruitment process in ARS.

Recruitment Benchmark Study – conduct a benchmark study to determine how other government agencies and private organizations recruit, market, interview, and hire PhD graduates.  A report will be prepared summarizing findings and providing suggestions for improving the ARS recruitment process for hiring PhD graduates. 

New Hire Data Analysis – employment records for ARS new hires will be reviewed to gather information on colleges/universities attended, professional association memberships, highest degree and area of study, whether a post doc assignment was completed, number of years of prior work experience, prior employment with USDA/ARS, veterans preference, and recruitment incentives negotiated.  This data will be useful in determining future recruitment efforts and issues that might need to be addressed in ARS, and may show areas of “success” that can be capitalized on for future recruitment initiatives.
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