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REIMAGINING THE PRESIDENTIAL MANAGEMENT FELLOWSHIP 

The stated goals of “Reimagining the PMF” conference were that it serves as a launching point for an 

ongoing conversation about the future of the Presidential Management Fellowship 

General Information Supplied to Participants 

The Presidential Management Internship came into existence by President Jimmy Carter’s 

executive order in 1977. The purpose, as described by the order was, “to attract to Federal service men 

and women of exceptional management potential who have received special training in planning and 

managing public programs and policies.”1 Essentially, the program was created to be a merit-based 

pipeline for recruiting and developing high-caliber candidates with strong leadership ability and a firm 

commitment to public issues.   

Executive Order 13318, the most recent revision of the PMI/PMF program, also introduces the 

concept of the “Senior Presidential Management Fellow” and defines these individuals as “… those who 

have, through extensive work experience, demonstrated both exceptional leadership or analytical ability 

and the commitment [required of a SPMF]" 2  Currently, the Senior Management Fellowship has not 

been implemented, yet it remains a topic of conversation due to its potential for a significant overhaul 

of the current Fellowship system.   

The selection process for eligible candidates to become Presidential Management Fellows 

involves several steps, starting with an application and nomination by their academic institution.  

Following nomination, nominees currently take an assessment, which is ranked to determine status as 

finalists.  Once achieving finalist status, applicants apply for positions with participating agencies in 

which they are interested.  Those finalists that become Fellows participate in developmental 

assignments to gain experience (either with their home agency or with a different agencies), create an 

individualized performance plan, and undergo 80 hours of formal classroom training per year—honing 

their managerial and leadership skills. Finally, successful PMFs convert their experience into a 

permanent position working for the federal government.  

1977, Executive Order 12008τEstablished the Presidential Management Intern (PMI) Program. At this 

point in time, the program was exclusively targeted for management and leadership potential 

among students studying public management or related degrees. 

1982, Executive Order 12364τExpanded the program to include a broader range of disciplines and 

limited the number of interns to 200 per year. 

1988, Executive Order 12645τIncreased the yearly limit to 400 Interns.  

2003, Executive Order 13318τRenamed to become Presidential Management Fellows Program, 

eliminated caps on participants, and expanded participation to all federal agencies . 

 

                                                           
1
 E.O. 12008. <http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=7993> 

2
 E.O. 13318 <http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2003/11/20031121-7.html> 
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BACKGROUND DISCUSSION 

Basic PMF Facts 

¶ The Presidential Management Fellowship is intended to be a leadership pipeline. Not all PMFs 

will become executives, but are still often chosen for potential leadership roles.  

¶ The program competitively attracts talent that might otherwise go elsewhere (such as the 

private sector).  

¶ The emphasis on leadership is denoted by its status as the only program permitted to use the 

presidential seal.  

¶ The fellowship has many stakeholders; including its current and past participants, congress, the 

president, agencies that hire fellows, and the academic institutions that supply applicants.  

¶ Fellowships are available to individuals who have completed  graduate level study from an 

accredited college or university 

 

Application Process 

¶ Applicant—Graduate 

students apply via the 

USAJOBS website. 

¶ Nominee— The 

respective graduate 

school must nominate 

applicants based on 

school criteria.  

¶ Finalist—Top ranked 

graduates as selected by 

PMF after assessment 

testing.  

¶ Fellow—Graduate 

student finalists compete 

for hiring opportunities 

with a federal agency as a PMF. About 60% of finalists obtain positions as fellows. 

The Fellowship Experience 

¶ The PMF targets recent master’s graduates, and provides two years of rotational experiences in 

various government agencies.  

o A four to six month developmental assignment is required during the two-year 

fellowship. The developmental assignments may vary from agency to agency.  
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¶ The federal service retention rate for PMFs is 83-88% after three years, and 63-77% after five 

years.  .  

o Retention rates between PMFs and control groups appear to be similar 

¶ 1 in 12 PMF/PMIs between 1982 and 1989 have joined the senior executive service. 

¶ 80 hrs of formal training is provided each year 

¶ Agencies are instructed not to use PMFs to solely fill vacancies, but only for roles contributing to 

PMF development for future leadership. 

o PMFs are more likely to become managers than control groups, and Managers generally 

rate PMFs as high-performing 

 

Changes to the program 

 

¶ Before 1982 the program was geared solely as a public management-based leadership, but E.O 

12364 opened the program to other disciplines—including more analysis.  

o Currently, priority hiring areas are; Accounting, Finance, Business, and Economics 

Information Technology, Environmental Science, Engineering, and Statistics 

¶ E.O (13318) allowed for higher pay grades, and removed the previous hiring cap of 400.  

¶ The number of applicants has increased and is now approaching 4,000 per year.  

o In order to handle the increasing number of applicants, OPM has instituted a 

streamlined test-based assessment process—replacing the older system of intensive 

interview sessions.  The new assessment includes three main components—life 

experiences, critical thinking skills, and writing fundamentals.  

o To sustain the 1996-2006 assessment process, the cost per fellow would have increased 

by 67%.  

o The 1996-2006 assessment process was extremely resource intensive.  This included a 

requirement for more trained personnel and additional facilities to support the increase 

in applicants to the program 

o OPM has deliberately increased the number of finalists in order to offer agencies more 

selection; however, this leads to a much lower PMF placement rate for finalists. (60%) 

o The PMF Class of 2007 had the highest number of agency appointments (435) in the 

history of the Program 

Upcoming Issues from Morning Discussion 

¶ There have been difficulties matching finalists with agencies. Many PMF finalists do not find the 

jobs they are looking for, while some agencies do not find the applicants they need.  

¶ Information collection—including the long-term tracking of fellows.  

¶ There is a recognized need for more effective information gathering in order to track PMFs, 

monitor success, and complete an effective program evaluation. Without this information it is 

difficult to know how effective the program actually is for workforce development. 
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¶ Some PMF’s do not have realistic expectations about their role, and expect to move into 

leadership positions much sooner than is realistic.  

¶ As a whole, employee mobility in and out of government has been increasing. Is the PMF really a 

good long term investment for federal government in this situation? 

¶ Is the program working, or has it outlived its purpose?  Should we expand, or restructure? 

¶ Can a senior PMF program, as described in 13318, groom mid-career high performers? 

¶ Should the PMF program be used to help counter 500,000 retires in the next few years? 

¶ Can we use benchmarks from large, private sector hiring examples to examine the PMF 

Program? 

BIG IDEAS FOR REIMAGINING THE PMF 

¶ PMF Critical Skills Program (modeled on the ROTC) 

o Agencies in human resources would identify critical skills 5 years prior.  

Á FDA needs molecular biologists  

Á DHS needs computer security experts 

Á Center for disease control needs biologists  

o Will meet these needs through long term contracts with students entering graduate school. 

Á Government pays for graduate education in exchange for an internship and a 

several year commitment to work in a specific high-need skill area.  

o Schools would nominate incoming students instead of graduating students, and these 

students would be able to tailor their education for the specific PMF role for which they 

have been accepted.  

o Would require an appropriation to be effective. 

 

¶ hƴŜ {ƛȊŜ 5ƻŜǎƴΩǘ Cƛǘ !ƭƭ 

o Currently  the PMF is focused on disciplines which do not always align with graduates 

studying public service and policy 

o The need of the federal government is very diverse, and the assessment process doesn’t 

allow for consideration of these needs.  

o Break up the PMF into multiple specialty fellowships; 

Á Presidential Executive Fellows Program 

¶ Focused on public policy for decision-making. 

Á Presidential Management Fellows 

¶ Includes specialized training for administrative capacity. 

Á Presidential Professional Fellows 

¶ Includes specialized professional skills such as Information Technology, Law, 

Biology, and etc.  

o This initiative needs to be directly funded through OPM, in order to best serve government 

as a whole.  
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o OPM should rework assessment process to be more transparent and allow schools to 

prepare their graduates for both the assessment and eventual PMF positions. 

 

¶ SuperFellows: Creating a Second Path for Presidential Management Fellows 

o Relies upon Executive Order 13318’s provision calling for the establishment of Senior PMFs 

o According to the GAO, hiring and retaining middle management is the biggest problem for 

federal government.  The large number of upcoming retirements will exacerbate this 

problem. 

o A “SuperFellows” path would allow the talented middle-managers that the federal 

government needs to re-enter government with private experience. 

o A revised PMF should be tailored to Generation Y,  which as a whole is 

Á Better educated and technologically savy, 

Á More mobile,  

Á Interested in personal impact 

Á Expect to balance personal and professional lives 

o Government has trouble retaining women and younger workers. 

Á These revisions, which emphasize enhanced flexibility will have a greater appeal to 

generation Y and help retain and attract new middle management.  

o Criticism: Will expansion of program overlap existing hiring programs? 

Á SES candidate development 

 

¶ Big Challenges for the PMF Program 

o The impersonal application process turns off students from work in the federal government 

o Retention much more than recruitment and the PMF doesn’t do enough for retention of 

valuable talent.  

o Studies have shown that many PMFs express low levels of trust in their own organizations. 

o PMF is viewed by some as a dumping ground for unwanted positions in federal agencies. 

PMFs should not be hired to fill jobs average employees avoid.  

o The PMF program may be losing ground to the Federal Career Intern Program.  

o PMF agency coordinators may need additional training. They need to work on managing 

expectations, as the PMF self-selects Type-A personalities who are often unsatisfied with 

low-level positions.  

RELEVANT EXPERIENCES WITH THE PMF 

¶ Agencies face a consistent organizational struggle between a desire to use PMFs to augment their 

agency objectives, and the overall good government objective of the PMF.  

¶ One of the best ways to address the above issue might be through centralized funding for the 

program. Most participants seem to agree on this point.  Opportunity costs of paying for PMFs that 

may not stay in an agency are a major negative for the hiring agencies.  

¶ Government must prepare for the upcoming “retirement tsunami” by expanding all recruitment 

efforts and bringing new people into government.  
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¶ Government doesn’t always have to compete with the private sector, many people are in 

government for a reason, and when public service is made to be rewarding it can draw talented 

workers.  “Make a difference in other peoples lives and your own” 

¶ The incoming PMFs need to have a better understanding of what they are really doing. In reality, 

Presidential Management Fellows are not going to be managing anything 

¶ An insulting assessment process turns people away from federal government, there needs to be 

more clear communication about assessment and objectives on all sides. 

¶ Some feel that there are significant integration difficulties between PMF personalities who are often 

highly academic and type-A with those committed long-term individuals working in agencies.  

¶ Integrating a SPMF program would help alleviate some technical gaps in the federal government. It 

is no longer feasible to grow claims people to senior executive staff in the same proportion it once 

was.  

o Challenges: 

Á Lack of prior federal experience can handicap someone coming into a new positon—

what would be the best way to integrate them? 

Á Mid-level people are more difficult to mentor. Who would be able to take 

responsibility for this? 

¶ It is important to focus on rotations, as they are an extremely important part of the PMF program 

and some PMFs do not take advantage of this. Without this core element of the program leadership 

experience is not attained in the same way it was intended.  

 

PMF PERSPECTIVES 

¶ Big Idea: Maybe OPM should allow the PMF to be decentralized, with top level coordination for 

individual agency-tailored programs. 

¶ Perhaps the PMF should be further centralized to give OPM greater control over PMFs, their funding 

and their placement.  

¶ The PMF program needs improved response mechanisms. Surveys or other means of enhancing 

communication between current PMFs and OPM would allow for data gathering on problems with 

the program, and also allow OPM to recognize what agencies abuse the program compared to those 

which contribute most.  

¶ The PMF needs to be “branded” more heavily. Marketing for the program seems limited to a few 

large and generally eastern schools without substantial outreach to programs that contribute less 

PMFs.  This targeted marketing should recognize the diversity that is needed within the PMF, such as 

ethnicity, location, school size, and etc.  This should include Americans in other countries, and 

different types of people than typical PMFs. The PMF has a recurring cycle of hiring people similar to 

those it has, meaning the same schools and types of individuals are selected.  

¶ Aside from the listserv there should be expanded opportunities for PMF networking.  

¶ Criticism: Why is there a need for the PMF –what we do for PMFs is what the government should 

actually be doing for all hires? Why not eliminate the PMF and simply do a better job in general 

hiring and human resources? 
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¶ Best Practice: In times of budget struggles some agencies eliminated PMF coordinators and forced 

higher level employees to provide the teaching seminars. This was an extremely positive experience 

because the personal interaction and current employees were more effective than classroom style 

teaching.   

POST BREAK-OUT GROUP RECOMMENDATIONS 

Various Positions on the Future of the PMF 

¶ Yes,  there is still a need for the PMF 

o It is still the easiest way to streamline entry into federal government management.  

o There is a need for strong generalists in government. 

o It still provides a much higher level of prestige and potential for advancement than a typical 

civil service employment. 

o The PMF should remain a general leadership program, and specialists with primarily 

technical skills should not be recruited.  

 

¶ There is still a need, but for a different type of program.  

o There should be a family of PMF programs with area specialization. PMF would be for 

leadership, while other supplement in critical areas.  

Á Should financial, HR and specialty skills follow a separate track? 

Á Should specialist in international studies and attorneys follow separate tracks?  

Á We would need an assessment process that is capable of differentiating between 

various types of skill. Not all of the tracks would adhere to the same broad 

management principles.  

Potential Improvements Discussion 

Not all of the following ideas had group-wide consensus, many are listed for perspective 

¶ Potential Broad Changes (Requiring Political Action) 
o Congress should commission a formal GAO study of the PMF program in the near future. 
o OPM should be given control over management and funding for the entire PMF program. If 

OPM has greater authority they may be able to ensure that agencies cooperate and use 
PMFs as intended.  
Á The reinstating of a PMF finalist cap may help with many of the problems OPM is 

currently facing.  Perhaps OPM should have the authority to manage aspects of the 
program such as this? 

Á A reinstated cap would restore some exclusivity to the selection process and 
diminish the number of unhappy and rejected applicants.  These limits should be 
enforced both at the graduate school level and at the OPM level.  

o A new marketing campaign should center on “putting the president back in the PMF” as 
both our potential candidates have a strong commitment to public service and would serve 
as ideal role-models for leadership.  
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o Within the PMF program, the development of tracks, or some method of division between 
various skill sets would help supply and demand more accurately reflect one another.  It 
would also prevent competition between individuals who are seeking very different career 
paths.  

 
 

¶ Potential Changes suggested at OPM 
o Assessment Process 

Á OPM can investigate alternatives to the selection process, and possibly seek best 
practices in assessment.  

¶ Promote diversity in academic programs, geographic diversity, etc.  

¶ PMF Finalists should reflect agency need, not test taking proficiency.  

¶ One potentially cost-saving measure for PMF assessment  
Á  OPM should address the gap between PMF finalists and eventual hires. The current 

process rejects too many finalists. 
 

 
o OPM could institute a broad survey process among current or exiting PMFs to asses various 

elements of the program. This would collect best practices, asses training courses, and 
measure comparable experiences at different agencies.  
Á Survey data from this process could be used as one element in the assessment of 

agency contribution to the PMF.  It is important that OPM have a clear perspective 
on the experience at each agency.  

o OPM should provide greater education and support to agencies in the training of PMF line 
managers, mentors and coordinators. 
Á One aspect of this is the management of PMF expectations 

o OPM should ensure that the value of the rotational element is instilled in all PMFs, those 
opting out of this defeat the purpose of the PMF. 

o Should the broad goal of PMF be one of skill development or talent recruitment? 
 

 

¶ Potential Changes in PMF Hiring Agencies 
o Agencies must do a better job balancing demand to fill hiring needs with a loyalty to the 

development of better PMF alumni.  
o Agencies can provide better training for PMF coordinators, and manage expectations on 

incoming PMF positions. 
o Agencies can communicate to OPM what skills and qualities they desire in PMF candidates—

this information should be considered in the assessment and finalist selection process.  
 

 

¶ A Senior PMF? 
 

o Career flexibility is critical to a healthy government workforce.  The challenges facing federal 

government require special programs to augment hiring.  Also, the realities of workforce 

composition demand the existence of an SPMF type program to help fill holes created by 

retirement.  
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o Many individuals see a possible SPMF as a way to fill management positions in 

government—is this still in line with the management development goals of the original 

PMF, or should it be a separate program?  

o Could lead to a more diverse and experienced workforce. 

o Demand for this type of program does seem to exist in the federal government, 

o Cons 

Á Is there a problem with the bypass of regular civil service procedures? Will this 

negatively impact traditional hiring and agency morale? 

Á Drawing talented private sector individuals into the federal service would be a 
substantial challenge both monetarily and socially.  

Á How much of a burden would this be on OPM? 
  

¶ Retaining Current PMFs/Civil Servants 

o Enforce rotations 

o Investigate a loan repayment program similar to Army or AmeriCore? 

o Promotion potential? 


