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Managing Under Stress 

Pivotal Insight is committed to delivering timely research that addresses the significant business 
and technology challenges facing the public sector.  
 
• These reports should be seen as learning and communications tools helping government 

executives and their business partners understand these various issues in depth and context. 
  
• Our reports should not be looked to as either a set of definitive procedures or cook books. 

Since government is in a constant state of change, this report may not always represent   
current processes, policies, and practices that have been updated or modified since the date 
of publication.  

 
• Pivotal Insight will endeavor to remain current in topics of interest to our subscribers through 

various communications channels including our newsletters, updated research and reports, 
communities of practice areas and forums and access to our researchers and analysts. 

STATEMENT            
OF PURPOSE 

ABOUT PIVOTAL 
INSIGHT LLC 

Pivotal Insight is an independent public sector research firm that focuses on providing critical  
information to government decision makers who deal with human resources, program manage-
ment, acquisition management, knowledge and content management, and strategic planning  
issues. We conduct in-depth, multi-dimensional research on these and related topics.              
 
Our research reports, subscription services and related consulting services make our findings 
available to government executives and those who work with them.  You can find out more about 
us at www.pivotal-insight.com or contact us at inquiries@pivotal-insight.com, 703-875-2129. 
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Additional Research on Thriving 
During Constant Change 

The Pivotal Insight Change research consists of a series of 
reports in which we intend to cover the topic from a number 
of HR management perspectives.  The study begins with 
this report which describes the problems that face HR di-
rectors as a result of constant and uncontrollable change.   

Additional studies will look at detailed topics such as pay-
for-performance and the role of outsourcing as a govern-
ment force multiplier.  If you would like to be a sponsor of or 
participant in our research, please contact Pivotal Insight at 
703-875-2129. 



Government HR directors face significant and daunting challenges from the unending 
and constant changes that barrage them from all sides.  This report looks change 
broadly, and at an important special case.  When an agency is in a state of constant 
change and faces unexpected and unplanned-for mandates that add to or shift the 
agency’s mission, we call that situation mission flux.  This requires HR to continually 
reshape and/or re-mix the workforce’s size, skills, grade levels, systems, processes,  
programs and practices. 

These pressures come from many directions and often all at once.  At the center of the 
maelstrom is Human Resources, trying to provide the right people and capabilities as the 
agency’s mission, goals, programs, technologies, and workforce swirl around them. 

Government is having a difficult time keeping experienced staff on board, and faces even 
greater retention issues in the future—the 2001 GAO Human Capital Management report 
and the OPM 2003 Fact Book’s numbers on the increased rate of retirement highlight 
this problem.  Senior HR leaders identify change in the form of mission flux as one of the 
primary contributors to the ongoing exodus of veteran staff. 

The purpose of a context report such as this is to define a critical problem and set the 
stage for future research that drills down into the details of what senior executives 
around the government are doing to resolve or live with these problems.  In the case of 
constant change and mission flux, if the HR department can help an agency respond 
more positively and effectively to change, the payoff is improved staff retention, higher 
productivity, and the ability to achieve the goals of the agency.  This report looks at the 
mechanics of mission flux and how agencies deal with it.  The BEST best practices on 
the next page are a distillation of the collective wisdom of very senior HR leaders 
throughout the government.  Additional best practices appear throughout this report in 
the grey boxes. 
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Introduction 

Constant Change and Mission Flux in 
Five Minutes 

“Our people are like 
punched-out old fighters… 
but they just want to do a 
good job.” 

“We struggle with endless 
change…” 

Pressures 
for change 
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What Can You Do About It?  The BEST Best Practices 

Compensation Systems  
• Implement and leverage pay-for-performance. 

Leadership  

• Be dynamic, interactive, fast moving, and decisive.  “Fail fast”—success comes from experience, experience comes from failure. 

• Think about problems from your boss’ perspective.  Educate the political appointees about your agency, job, constraints, and 
staff—this strategy pays big dividends when you get their attention, and cuts down on flux. 

• Don’t just be “transaction people” in HR.  Take charge of end-to-end problems recognizing that your activities are crucial to the 
success of the agency as a whole.  See the big picture. 

• Communicate constantly, including with the management support staff, about the change environment and the importance of the 
tasking. 

Measures and Metrics  
• Create a system of measures that looks at HR activities through the lens of the broad organizational mission, which means that 

you will need to include data from other parts of the agency—don’t limit yourself exclusively to HR data if you want to avoid stove-
piping and misunderstanding of the ROI. 

• Build a dashboard that ties metrics to performance. 

Management Education 

• Do more reading about management and leadership.  Create a management bookshelf (including research reports, magazines, 
popular books, bibliographies, biographies, etc.) and actively continue your own informal education.  “Rebirth yourself” continu-
ously as a manager and as a leader. 

Relationships  

• Build relationships with top management, Congressional staff and key influencers of policy immediately—-these pay off when 
flux hits. 

• Gain an understanding of your vendors, their motivations, and their constraints.  Don’t act as if profit is a dirty word.  They may 
save you in a changing situation. 

• Engage with the public as a source of assistance.  Listen to their needs and problems.  Request their help. 

• Consider outsourcing when the circumstances make sense. 

Strategic Planning  

• HR needs to position itself as a strategic player, not an order taker of tactical directives.  Raise your game to the strategic plan-
ning level and become a player in the formulation of strategy for your agency. 

Performance Management 
• Move to a hybrid behavioral/outcomes-based system for employee evaluation.  Take advantage of the latest research in per-

formance management to craft your system. 

• Improve communication with employees.  Give feedback early and often throughout their careers. 

“Change is inevitable” but your 
response is not pre-ordained 
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An Introduction to Constant Change and 
Mission Flux 

Constant change and mission flux are at the heart of the tension be-
tween achieving results and complying with changing and often un-
funded mandates.  At all levels of government, executives confront a 
challenge that would daunt Sisyphus.  They endlessly must push their 
agency and staff to achieve their mission objectives and to see the re-
sults expected by taxpayers and legislatures.  From the President’s 
Management Agenda to the Congress’s Government Performance and 
Results Act to the latest campaign pledges, executives must find ways 
to meet both the missions they have and the obligations that get im-
posed.  This is the challenge of living with constant change.  While its 
impact is not limited to the HR department, this study focuses specifi-
cally on its effect on the HR director and staff, with the intent of provid-
ing context for an ongoing series of studies that will address how to 
deal with change effectively. 

Virtually all government agencies are undergoing transformations in-
volving their mission, goals, programs, technologies, and workforce on 
either a routine or ad-hoc basis. Some of these changes result from 
administrative or legislative policy revisions, while others occur because 
of catastrophic events (e.g., the restructuring brought about by 9/11.)  
Many factors contribute to change and have generally negative re-
sults—offset only by the achievement of whatever goal triggered it. 

FIGURE 1: MISSION FLUX 
SOURCES AND IMPACTS 

“Flux drives our age 
demographics.  We 
can’t keep experienced 
workers in the building.” 

“Everyone understands 
the problem, but no one 
knows how to solve it…” 

Pressures 
for change 
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Mission Flux Definitions and Types 
Mission flux is a simple concept with complicating aspects and implica-
tions.  Organic factors that are a part of the culture of the agency may 
cause flux.  Since some level of flux is always occurring, there is a 
fuzzy agency-specific threshold that distinguishes critical flux events 
from ordinary organic flux.  When a flux event goes above the thresh-
old, it is significant enough to cause out-of-the-ordinary disruption to the 
agency’s mission, and may trigger a state of permanent flux as de-
scribed below. 

A wide variety of situational factors produce flux:  legislative or execu-
tive directives (such as the impacts of “no child left behind” directives on 
state education programs and local school districts), national or interna-
tional events (e.g., the rise of world terrorism or the end of the Cold 
War), changes in technology (i.e., the Internet was responsible for a 
wholesale redefinition of how government approaches its work), execu-
tive leadership turnover, and many more. 

 

The interaction of controllability and predictability provides insight into 
how HR managers respond to flux at a macro level.  The intersection of 
unpredictable and uncontrollable flux has the greatest negative impact 
on the HR organization and may lead to non-compliance with the task-
ing or poor performance if HR cannot deliver the staff necessary to deal 
with the change. 

Flux can be both transient and permanent.  Transient mission flux oc-
curs when an agency receives new, unexpected tasking that does not 
eventually become part of its normal mission.  Permanent flux happens 
when an agency’s mission is so inherently flexible, undefined, or sub-
ject to change that flux above the threshold becomes a way of life. 

Flux occurs both within an agency and across agency boundaries.  In-
tra-agency flux is a result of mission redistribution or changes in organ-
izational boundaries (or stovepipes) within an agency, but may be 
caused by either internal or external forces.  Inter-agency flux occurs 
when missions are passed or reconstituted among agencies.  The most 
profound recent example of such reconstitution is the wholesale redistri-
bution of security functions into the Department of Homeland Security. 

FIGURE 2: ORGANIC FLUX 

FLUX Predictable Unpredictable 

Controllable Business as usual – just 
get the task done 

Business as usual – just 
get the task done 

Uncontrollable 
Business as usual – just 
get the task done, higher 

stress 

Major stress and 
potential chaos 

TABLE 1: Flux Interactions 

FIGURE 3: Transient Flux 
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Systemic flux results from a broad redefinition of an agency’s mission 
or practices that cuts across intra-organizational boundaries and affects 
several of the key management systems that have been created to sup-
port the agency.  It is generally self-inflicted or self-initiated.  Process 
flux tends to be tactical, and occurs when a key process in an agency 
changes, usually as a result of a directive from an organization that has 
some say in but does not actually perform the process. 

The outcome of flux, at the extreme, frequently appears as chaos—a 
tidal wave of change and tasking that is nearly impossible to manage 
and has consequences (some serious) to the agency. In almost all 
cases, these circumstances are particularly problematic for the HR de-
partment. 

Flux can be mitigated in several ways or by several important factors: 

• Best practices 

• Applying intrinsic skills and resiliency 

• Anticipation 

• Ignoring the flux forces altogether (or until the squeaky wheel domi-
nates), which is one of the more common responses 

FIGURE 4: FLUX  MITIGATORS 

Leadership Best Practices 

• Dealing with HR, Human Capital Management, and constant  change require the same basic skill set—all 
need leadership. 

• Lead aggressively when a situation is both important and urgent. 

• Change will happen.  Peter Senge (The Fifth Discipline, 2001) speaks of the “continuous whitewater of 
change.”  Respect change and ride it. 

• Establish a mission or philosophy statement.  Doing so provides a baseline for evaluating the priority of mis-
sion flux directives. 

• Be dynamic, interactive, fast moving, and decisive.  “Fail fast”—success comes from experience, experi-
ence comes from failure—don’t waste time trying not to fail. 

• Think about problems from your boss’ perspective.  Educate the political appointees about your agency, job, 
constraints, and staff—this strategy pays big dividends when you get their attention. 

• Don’t just be “transaction people” in HR.  Take charge of end-to-end problems with recognition that your 
activities are crucial to the success of the agency as a whole.  See the big picture. 

• Eliminate administrative and operational stovepipes when addressing a flux event.  Think of the manage-
ment team as integrated, not disjoint. 

• Learn from, and repeat, your successes by developing best practices and leveraging successful executives 
for leadership development. 

• Communicate constantly, including with the management support staff, about the flux environment and the 
importance of the tasking. 
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Our research revealed several major factors or forces that drive mis-
sion flux in government agencies including: 

1. Externally imposed factors such as policy changes, events or inci-
dences, inter- and intra-agency structural or responsibility boundary 
shifts, and administrative shuffling. 

2. Intrinsic factors or forces, which include 

• Attempting to act like a business, which is profoundly changing 
the pressures on government HR.  This includes the addition of 
new missions such as coordinating downsizing, outsourcing 
significant workload, and thinking in terms of ROI and equity. 

• Widespread demographic shifts that chronologically, geo-
graphically, sociologically or economically modify the internal 
and external populations served by an agency. 

• Changes in demand or service provision patterns of govern-
ment services. 

• Wholesale shifts in the expectations and flexibility of the gov-
ernmental workforce. 

3. Technology factors affect the HR department both as a source of 
new demands for skills and training, and as a tool for supporting 
the workforce.  Fundamentally different skills are needed, and are 
often available only through competition with the private sector. 

 

 

 

Mission Flux is a Part of Life in the 
Federal Government  

“Flux did not just creep 
up on us. Twenty years of 
downsizing has hurt us.” 

Measures and Metrics Best Practices 
• Workforce planning is critical—implement a metric-based system so that you have a baseline when you have 

to deal with flux. 

• Create a system of measures that looks at HR activities through the lens of the broad organizational mission, 
which means that you will need to include data from other parts of the agency—don’t limit yourself exclusively 
to HR data if you want to avoid stovepiping and misunderstanding of the ROI. 

• Build a dashboard that ties metrics to performance. 

• Survey employees extensively, broadly, and frequently.  Short, focused surveys are more effective and can be 
translated into action easily.  You need to know what the workers are thinking when in flux. 

• Don’t get stuck in analysis paralysis.  Find a balance between no metrics and inundated with numbers. 

“Our data is awful…” 

“Most change stress 
comes from new 
technology that we 
don’t understand…” 
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FIGURE 5: CHANGE SOURCES 

Turmoil and Stability 
Our survey participants fell into two categories: those who saw their 
mission as fundamentally stable (under 20%) and those constantly 
dealing with a change or increase in mission (over 80%).  Managers 
who saw their missions as stable were typically dealing with organic 
flux plus low levels of transient flux.  The others had undergone a 
phase shift in which the organic flux had crossed a threshold of both 
frequency and scope, and flux had become permanent. 

While virtually all managers see mission flux as an important factor in 
their workload, their sense of urgency was significantly different de-
pending on a wide variety of factors including access/non-access to 
additional budgetary support, level of senior management support, and 
the prior implementation or non-implementation of proactive policies 
and processes to improve the flux situations.  The size of the organiza-
tion and its highest level mission (i.e., whether it was providing a direct 
service to the public such as INS or HHS, or fulfilling a primarily regula-
tory function such as EPA) did not have an impact on the respondent’s 
perception of mission flux.   

Virtually all identified flux as having a significant or critical impact on the 
HR function (e.g., personal stress, changes in hiring practices, in-
creased reliance on outsourcing, etc.), and virtually none expressed 
any surprise at its prevalence or ubiquity. 

In spite of the prevailing acceptance of flux as a way of life, respon-
dents expressed a general sense of change fatigue ranging from ‘minor 

“We’re constantly under 
pressure to produce...and 
also to do new missions, 
to reallocate staff, to raise 
GS levels, to be 
competitive with industry, 
to reorganize…” 

“Success happens 
when you get the 
person, organization, 
and mission into 
alignment.” 
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nuisance’ to ‘over the edge.’   Poor staff performance in flux situations 
is closely connected to the level of change fatigue. 

Agencies often are told to resolve the flux situation but are not able to 
spend any additional money or derail any existing, popular programs.  
This situation is akin to that which Congress faces when taxpayers tell it 
to lower taxes but not cut any services. 

In general, the survey respondents did not report any mission ‘relief’ 
when flux situations occurred.  They were expected to deliver their nor-
mal services while dealing with flux, too.  Among the respondents, the 
generators of flux (e.g., Congress, the Executive Branch, etc.) are noto-
rious for not connecting flux tasking to financial or time resources. 

Further, the government is operating at a higher tempo and in an in-
creasingly flexible, business-like environment that is more dynamic than 
in the past.   It is not just missions that are changing.  Organizational 
boundaries are also constantly in flux as agencies refocus due to 
changes to national priorities (e.g., HLS, DOD, CIA, Energy, etc.) and 
then reconstituted with changed missions, new purview, and often a 
different workforce.  

Management Education Best Practices 

• Understand the sources and implications of change in your environment. 

• Actively look for best practices and use them. 

• Learn as much as you can about the business side of your agency. 

• Do more general reading about management and leadership.  Create a management bookshelf (including 
research reports, magazines, popular books, bibliographies, biographies, etc.) and actively continue your 
own informal education.  “Rebirth yourself” continuously as a manager and as a leader. 

 
Strategic Planning Best Practices 

• HR needs to position itself as a strategic player, not an order taker of tactical directives.  Raise your game to 
the strategic planning level and become a player in the formulation of strategy for your agency. 

• In the short term, do whatever you need to do to meet the immediate need.  In the long term, redesign HR 
and Human Capital organizations to be nimble, flexible, and have surge capacity.  Base your plans on real 
data. 

• Develop a strategic HR training cadre that understands ROI and can articulate it. 
 
Performance Management Best Practices 
• Use the new SES performance criteria to evaluate senior managers.  It looks at some characteristics that 

indicate ability to handle flux. 

• Move to a hybrid behavioral/outcomes based system for employee evaluation.  Take advantage of the latest 
research in performance management to craft your system. 

• Improve communication with employees.  Give and seek feedback early and often throughout their careers. 

• Move evaluation online and make it paperless.  You don’t have time to manage a paper process. 

Change fatigue ranges 
from ‘minor nuisance’ 
to ‘over the edge’  

FIGURE 6: CHANGE FATIGUE 
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Responses to Flux 

FIGURE 6: MISSION FLUX 

 

Flux Stresses Everything… 
Flux causes individual and organizational stress and, in turn, all of 
stress’s predictable consequences (organizational and relationship dys-
function, communication problems, resource dislocations, turf battles, 
performance problems and, in a few cases, even aggressive non-
compliance).  These consequences have profound implications for HR 
executives and managers whose fundamental responsibility it is to de-
liver, support, develop and maintain the most essential resources nec-
essary to respond to these fluxing missions and boundary conditions. 

Mission Flux is “Business as Usual”—Until an Election Year 
Flux is part of the normal process of change in government, but our 
respondents noted that business as usual becomes “unusually worse 
than usual” based on presidential and mid-term election cycles.  Most 
expressed some immediate concerns about their potential for experi-
encing pronounced mission flux that would “most certainly” occur 
around the November 2004 election regardless of the political outcome. 

The constantly changing composition of the resources, competencies 
and experiences of the governmental workforce places stress on the 
HR system.  By example, OPM’s 2003 Fact Book shows: 

• A 3.5 year increase in the average age of Federal workers just in 
the ten years from 1992 to 2002 (average age going from 43 to 
46.5). 

• An increase of 2.7 years in average length of service (from 14.1 to 
16.8). 

• An increase in standard retirement eligibility from 10% to 23%. 

The last of these trends is the most worrisome because of the potential 
implications of massive knowledge and experience depletion during 
windows of time insufficiently long to recruit, place and develop new 
resources or train and mobilize existing, but less experienced workers.  
When content or process knowledge is essential and staff replace-
ment options are limited, the most immediate impact falls squarely 
on the shoulders of HR organizations and processes, although the 
ultimate impact of these effects is on the operations of the agency. 

However, it isn’t just the organic flux effects stemming from the aging of 
the workforce that impacts agencies.    Government workers and their 
environment are going through a sea change.  In the past, access to 
government jobs was designed to be difficult and the skills needed 
were primarily non-technical infrastructure skills (i.e., clerical, manage-
rial).  The role of government has changed.  It now operates in the hu-
man capital marketplace as an impaired competitor and seeking many 

Skills Mix and Flux 

“We have the wrong skills…” 

“When flux occurs, our per-
sonnel policies have been 
mindless and destructive…” 

“Outsourcing helps, but it’s 
not the only answer or the 
best answer…If you need 
computer support or trash 
collection, outsourcing is 
fine, but not for our mission 
critical tasks...” 



of the same technical skills (e.g., software applications knowledge, sci-
entific skills) that are highly valuable to the private sector.  Unfortu-
nately, the HR systems that support the agencies through this transition 
are still mostly calibrated to the government workforce requirements of 
the past. 

It is ironic that the government is losing functional administrative exper-
tise while gaining specialized technical expertise, if slowly.  However, 
the demand for the older administrative skills is not declining as rapidly 
as the workforce is transitioning, and the new workers often do not 
have the skills or flexibility to adapt to either the “old” environment or to 
the next “new new” environment that will emerge as their skills become 
the norm. 

Remedying a potentially huge “knowledge gap” is HR’s task.  
Pressures will come and are coming from the operational side of agen-
cies onto HR to mitigate these often unintended consequences of staff 
mix flux.   

Government HR managers’ capacities to deal with constant change 
were seriously eroded in the 1990’s through a combination of downsiz-
ing, lack of hiring competitiveness, and a declining sense of the impor-
tance of public service.  All of the respondents described efforts to 
change their agencies’ policies and procedures to meet the demands of 
a new environment, including additional and streamlined hiring and tar-
geted recruitment of selected demographic groups (e.g., younger peo-
ple and those with very specific mission-related skills). 

Planning and the Political Appointees 
HR directors see their agencies as “poor at planning for the fu-
ture” in an environment where the mission was certain to change fre-
quently in relatively predictable ways and from relatively predictable 
causes.  This was most often attributed to the top echelon of political 
appointees in the agency who were described as having: 
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FIGURE 7: THE FLUX INDUCED 
KNOWLEDGE CHALLENGE 

Relationships Best Practices 

• Build relationships with top management immediately—-these pay off when flux hits. 

• Create relationships with Congressional staffers and other key influencers of policy. 

• See yourself as part of a broad business and act accordingly.  Make sure that your employees understand 
this concept, and that you are creating connections to your peers that reinforce the ROI of the agency. 

• Gain an understanding of your vendors, their motivations, and their constraints.  Don’t act as if profit is a 
dirty word.  They may save you in a flux situation. 

• Engage with the public.  Listen to their needs and problems.  Request their help—-when several agencies 
faced flux, they built highly successful programs using volunteers to augment their own workforce. 

• Teach your employees how to work with partnerships across the entire spectrum of relationships—-internal 
to your agency, across multiple agencies, with commercial vendors, and with the public. 

Overcoming the Sins of the Past 

“We were never as constrained 
as we thought we were…” 
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• Political ambitions or a political agenda that was not necessarily in 
tune with the agency’s mission 

• A slow learning curve (potentially longer than their likely tenure in 
office) 

• An ideological or parochial outlook, and/or 

• A poor grasp of the agency’s mission and functions, the rules under 
which the agency must operate, and the characteristics of the 
agency workforce 

Political appointees are commonly seen as difficult to educate and arro-
gant about their ability to show the agency “how things are done in the 
business world.”  HR should bring the political appointees and the 
career civil servants together early and often for meaningful dia-
logue.  When political tensions run high and constant change is domi-
nating agency activities, facilitate these interchanges with neutral par-
ties. 

External Pressures 
There was a direct correlation between the ability of an agency to deal 
with flux and its commitment to strategic planning and metric-driven 
management—where strategy was explicit and use of metrics was 
strong, the agency was able to achieve its goals in spite of flux and 
without demoralizing its staff. 
 
Several respondents noted that the existence of external mission flux 
pressures are irrelevant to them since their agency frequently ignores 
these pressures under the general attitude that “we know our mission; 
leave us alone.”  While the agencies receive many external mandates 
from Congress, the White House, or watchdog and policy organizations 
such as GAO or OPM—so many in fact that they are sometimes physi-
cally unable to respond—they automatically prioritize many of those 
requirements lower than their existing missions on the basis of “here is 
what we can do,’” “here is what we will not do,” and “we know what is 
important, not you.” The practice of de facto nullification of flux-related 
mandates is generally ignored by the creators of the mandate. 

 
Compensation Systems Best Practices 
• Use pay banding to attract the kind of people who can deal with mission flux.  Understand who those people are. 

• Implement and leverage pay-for-performance. 

• An in-depth look at compensation practices across the government is the subject of a forthcoming Pivotal Insight 
research report. 

“We need to build a results-
oriented culture. That’s what 
our  leaders demand.” 

“They never learn, but why 
should they?” 
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How Government Human Resource Directors Can Thrive in Times of Constant Change 

 
Change and Flux are here to stay 

Change is a natural part of modern life.  Mission flux is a phenomenon that has 
been a part of government service since World War II and will not disappear in 
the future.  As the level of flux increases and the threshold between organic 
flux and permanent flux is breached more often, HR directors can use the best 
practices and insights highlighted throughout this document to shift flux be-
tween current agendas and flux-driven agendas.   In one agency, a respon-
dent reported mutually conflicting instructions about priority and scope when a 
flux event overrode an existing critical task – and a complete inability of HR 
management to sort out the situation.  We recommend that agencies adopt the 
best practices in this report to avoid being frozen in place by the stress of 
change and flux. 

 

The higher the organizational level of the respondent, the lower the level of 
mission flux-induced personal stress identified.  This points to both communi-
cation and educational opportunities for government HR managers—-
communicate with the lower echelons of the HR organization, and do a 
better job of understanding and setting expectations about mission flux 
responses and alternatives.  As an human capital manager, also communi-
cate with the agency about the nature of flux, its existence, and the best prac-
tices for dealing with it. 

Lower level staff expressed both ignorance of and confusion about what 
upper management desired when there was a conflict between current 
agendas and flux-driven agendas.   In one agency, a respondent reported 
mutually conflicting instructions about priority and scope when a flux event 
overrode an existing critical task—and a complete inability of HR management 
to sort out the situation. 

Pivotal Insight expects a period of very high flux associated with the na-
tional election beginning in July 2004 and continuing through July 2005.  
Government agencies should take steps now to prepare for mission flux and 
mitigate its effects. 

Communicating About Flux 

“Sell public service as an hon-
orable career.  Our agency 
must have the best and bright-
est to survive mission flux…” 
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Finding and publicizing best practices is a key goal of Pivotal Insight.  Through-
out this report in the grey boxes, we have highlighted the best practices that 
emerged in our initial surveys and interviews.  

All best practices are not created equal.  Some have a very high impact on the 
organization while others are less important.  Some are easy to implement 
while others are more difficult.  Finally, some require little investment of time 
and resources, while others are investment-intensive. 

The diagram in Figure 9 looks at best practices across these three dimensions.  
For agencies dealing with mission flux and constant, the highest value and 
easiest to achieve practices are in the upper right corner.  The larger the bub-
ble, the higher the investment required to implement the best practice. 

The next phase of our Change research will drill down on these and other 
emerging best practices to provide a clear picture of the paths that will help HR 
directors thrive in this environment. 

Best Practices 
“We’re having trouble with 
adapting to a more respon-
sive and customer-focused 
environment.  Best practices 
help...” 

“...but be careful about the 
changes you make.  Our 
problems are larger and 
harder than they appear…” 
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FIGURE 9: Using Best Practices to 
Thrive in Times of Constant Change 
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