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Introduction


The Evergreen State College is currently engaged in an examination of its graduate programs as a part of voluntary self-study process.  This self-study will feed into an ongoing strategic planning effort that will hopefully drive modifications and improvements to graduate education at TESC.


To accomplish the necessary data collection and analysis critical to a successful self-study, and to provide graduate students in public administration a meaningful and practical research experience, the college invited the Masters in Public Administration (MPA) Research Methods class to plan and implement much of this data collection and analysis.  Among other things, this class conducted a cursory review of several other MPA graduate programs, including course offerings and program structure; Conducted focus groups with current second year MPA students; conducted telephone interviews with recent program graduates; and interviewed personnel managers at nearly 20 public or public benefit agencies throughout the south sound region.  This report summarizes the results of this last strategy—interviews with personnel managers.

Literature Review


This is where our non-existent literature review would go, if we were doing a thorough, well-planned research project.  However, we did not do a literature review, although we did do a fair amount of investigation into appropriate survey-based data collection tools that could be useful and informative to our strategy and process.

Methodology

A team of five graduate students planned, designed and implemented the personnel manager interview process, data collection form, and analysis.  A total of 14 graduate students actually conducted interviews, some with more than one personnel manager.

Data Collection Strategy.  We chose to conduct brief, personal interviews with a non-random sample of public agency or private, public benefit agency personnel managers using a structured interview form.  Interviewers were asked to interview the personnel manager in their own agency or, if unemployed or working for a non-public agency, to schedule an interview with a hiring authority at an appropriate agency.  Because state agencies and higher education were over represented among program participants, some interviewers were asked to seek out interviews at private, non-profit agencies, and other non-governmental public agencies.

 Interview questions were designed to elicit both quantitative and qualitative responses from interviewees.  We hoped to conduct about 20 interviews; we actually conducted 18.  These interviews were then compiled into aggregate form, allowing for statistical analysis of the quantitative results, and thematic analysis of the qualitative results.

Data Collection Tool Development.  The study team reviewed other data collection tools for ideas.  Several drafts were prepared, reviewed by ‘key informants’ (other classmates, the class instructor), before a final draft was prepared.  This draft was then informally field tested with two personnel managers, who provided helpful feedback for final modifications.

Content of the Data Collection Tool.  The data collection tool was designed to elicit from personnel managers or other hiring authorities information about the knowledge, skills, and abilities they look for when hiring public administrators or other professionals.  An attempt was made to tie these preferences to graduate preparation in public administration.  A copy of the interview form is included as Attachment A.

Actual Data Collection.  Once a sufficient tool was developed, a meeting was held with prospective interviewers to hand out the data collection form, establish semi-consistent interview protocols, and answer any questions.  This group was also asked to tentatively identify their interview targets, in order to determine if any significant gaps existed among potential hiring agencies.  Interviews were given a specific timeline within which to conduct interviews.

Results and Analysis
What abilities are employers looking for in future graduate students?  That is question.  Strictly on personal bias and experience, we asked 18 employers what abilities, both personal and professional, they thought to be important in prospective future employees possessing professional degrees.  The answers were as varied as the interviewees.  From the employers interviewed 45 answers were given to that question, some with frequencies over six.  That is a lot of information, numerous skills, and a wealth of abilities, which can be applied and utilized, by students and professors alike.  Of the abilities stated, communication skills, critical thinking skills, interpersonal skills, information management, capacity to adapt to change, and ethics were repeatedly stated as important skills to have.  It is apparent from this sample that hiring personnel of public agencies in the Puget Sound area are looking for individuals who possess a wide variety of skills, both specialized and developed.  The following pie chart indicates the variety of responses to this question.
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What stands out? 

Communication Skills.  Strong communication skills.  We see it on everyone’s resume and that’s because employers look for it.  Included in this category are negotiation skills and customer service skills.

Information Management.  Other areas of interest were research and analyzing skills.  The answers in the area ranged form the ability to extrapolate information, to the ability to perform policy analysis.  A theme possible throughout the interviews would be the ability to take a large amount of information and compile into a short, concise, and readable report.

Ethics/Responsibility/Citizenship.  These are skills that may not be easily taught, but could certainly be indirectly learned throughout a graduate education.  Employers are also looking for individuals who possess a holistic or global perspective, strong work ethic, and ultimately a desire to become good public servants. 

Interpersonal Understanding.  Can you get along with your co-workers?  Well if you can, employers want to know that. Interpersonal skills, including but not limited to: teamwork, sensitivity to ways of communication, maturity, and neutrality, were listed as abilities and skills that employers are seeking in professional staff. 

Critical Thinking.  The ability to think out of the box, be a proactive thinker, and make sound independent decisions was very important to numerous interviewees.  The want workers that think globally and innovatively to solve agency problems.

Commitment to/Capacity for Change and Lifelong Learning.  Go with the flow, and in addition manage the changing tides that occur constantly in the government environment.  Employers routinely stated flexibility as a desired quality.  

See appendix B for a detailed list of abilities mentioned by interviewees, organized by skill themes.

Question Number Two

“Rate the following skills in relation to their importance to success as a professional in your organization.  Use a scale of 1 to 5 with 1 being of “low importance” and 5 being of  “high importance.” (The following skills are in no particular order)”

This question provided respondents with a list of 15 worker skills.  Interviewees were asked to rate each skill on a scale of one to five, with one being “low importance” and five being “high importance”.  Among all 15 of the listed skills, communication skills and teamwork seemed to be the most important skills employers were looking for in prospective employees. 

The employers interviewed considered written communication skill the most important skill. It had a mean of 4.78 with a standard deviation of 0.428.  78% of the interviewees rated written communication at level 5, the most important and the remaining rated it at 4.  At a confidence interval of 95%, the mean for this would lie between 4.57 and 4.99.  Teamwork and collaboration skills were the second most important skill with a mean of 4.67 with a standard deviation of 0.594.  Approximately 72% of the interviewees rated teamwork/collaboration at 5.

Approximately 61% of the interviewees rated oral communication/presentation skills at level 5 while 33% rated it at 4.  Interpersonal skills tied up with oral communication/presentation skills with 61% rating it at 5 and 33% rating it at 4. 

Interestingly data analysis/research/statistics was the least important skill based on the data collected. Only 11% of the interviewees rated it at level 5, while 39% rated it 4, and 50% rated it at 3.

Among the 15 skills listed, written communication, oral communication, leadership, teamwork, time management, decision making/problem solving and interpersonal skills were rated most important, on average, and seemingly need to be honed to better prepare a student for success as a public administrator.  The following graph summarizes the average rating for each of the 15 skills.
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Question Number Three

“Of the above skills which do you consider to be the three most important?  Why?”

When asking employers what skills in the survey questions (appendix A), they considered the three most important; it was found that “team work” was the most valued skill. “Written communication” was the next favored skill and the third preferred skill was “oral communication”.  The following list describes these skills in order of preference as described by interviewees:

1. Teamwork,

2. Written communication skills,

3. Oral communication skills,

4. Leadership, strategic planning and policy analysis skills,

5. Interpersonal skills and decision making/problem solving skills,

6. Time management skills, and

7. Presentation skills, creative thinking skills, HR management skills, budget management skills and public relation skills.
Question Number Four

“What skills, if any, not on the above list do you consider as important or more important when hiring professional staff”?

In addition to the list of skills provided in question two, employers were asked to indicate additional skills, which they consider important when hiring professional staff.  The following chart depicts the frequency with which certain skills were mentioned.  Appendix C also includes a detail of responses, organized by skill area or theme.
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Of the numerous responses, five major themes became apparent while analyzing the data.  Commitment/Capacity for Change & Lifelong Learning.  The ability to accept and adapt to change was a very dominant theme among the respondents.  With the constant changes occurring in every arena of government, the ability to accept change in stride is very important to employers. Not only are employers seeking employees with the ability to adapt to change, but also anticipate and manage the often constantly changing work environment.

Ethics/Citizenship/Responsibility.  A strong work ethic and commitment to the public sector was also a common response among many of the respondents.  One individual stated that they weren’t looking for people who just “wanted a job”, but wanted individuals who were dedicated to the public sector. 

Information Management.  A few of the employers indicated the ability to assimilate information, or reduce large amounts of information into pertinent facts as an important skill professional staff.  This was often a common response among those working with Legislative agencies.

Communication Skills.  Facilitation and meditation skills are additionally important to many employers.  The ability to facilitate and mediate group interactions is a growing attribute many agencies are pursuing in future employees.

Interpersonal Understanding.  Lastly, and no doubt extremely important to employers are strong interpersonal skills.  Working well with others, building and maintaining strong relationships and teamwork were common responses from many employers.  Today’s workplace is often extremely diverse and understanding this diversity is essential for a stable and productive work environment.  

So if you can follow these steps:

1. Commitment to the public good

2.  Being a public servant

3. Clearly understanding that change is inevitable, and successfully adapting to change

4. Getting along with your co-workers,

Well… you’ve covered 75% of the dominant themes of what employers are looking for in public administrators. If you can facilitate and mediate a group meeting, heck...you’ve got the job. 
Question Number Five

“What knowledge, skills and/or abilities do you or your agency find lacking in people you employ for professional positions or positions that require a master’s degree?”
Employer responses varied with regard to the knowledge, skills, and abilities they find lacking among candidates they interview for professional positions, or positions that require a master’s degree.  Employers identified teamwork, practical experience, and good judgment as the traits most commonly missing among employees.  The lack of interpersonal skills, good judgment, and the ability to manage conflict were also themes mentioned by employers.  One employer believed candidates have an “over inflated sense of what they know.”  Still other employers found there to be a lack of generalist employees and employees who are able to see the big picture.  In addition, problem solving, decision-making, and creative thinking were found to be missing among many employees.  Another problem area identified by employers was the need for employees to know how to generate new and creative funding ideas.   

Question Number Six

“How important is a master’s degree when considering hiring someone for a professional position?  Why?”

Next, employers explained their views regarding the importance of a master’s degree in regard to their own hiring criteria.  Overall, the views on the importance of a master’s degree varied vastly amongst interviewees.  Over half the employers described it as being either moderately important or important, while only one employer believed it to be very important.  Several of those interviewed described a master’s degree as significant because it can be used as a screening tool to eliminate applicants.  Still, other employers believed the degree should be evaluated only in conjunction with a person’s relevant work experience, highlighting the necessity of having a well-rounded candidate.  A few employers said a master’s is only required for certain positions within their organization. Another explained that degree requirements were often dependent on budget constraints.  Others believed a master’s to be an important indicator of a candidate’s personality traits.  For example, some believed a master's showed determination, passion, endurance and commitment.  About one quarter of the employers said a master’s degree is of low or no importance.

Question Number Seven

“Are there certain types of master’s degrees that you look for when hiring professional staff? (MBA, MES, MPA, etc)”

When asking employers what types of master’s degree they would look for when hiring professional staff, most of the employers equally preferred MBA and MPA degrees. Just below the number of employers who desired to hire MBA and MPA graduates were employers who didn’t prefer one degree over another. 

An equal number of employers said that it depended on the position they were hiring for. Other degrees were mentioned as preferences but only once or twice. They were degrees in political science, economy, natural science, health science, nursing, social science and Master in art history. One employer from a non-profit group added that he valued “unconventional and original creative thinking and flexibility.” He felt that people with a degree in MA possess these qualities. Only one employer mentioned Ph.D. He felt that people with a Ph.D. lack practical experience. Only two employers stated that they were not looking for a degree but for experience in the employee. 

Question Number Eight

“If you could have one class taught to prospective employees what would it be?  What content should it include?”

When employers were asked what one class, or subject, should be taught to prospective employees, a variety of suggestions emerged.   The importance of appropriate workplace behavior was an area mentioned by several employers.  This issue included such things as demonstrating respect for colleagues, respect for diversity, humility, and a good work ethic.  Leadership and problem solving were seen as critical skills as well.  One employer said each worker must learn to be a collaborative leader.  In addition, a frequently mentioned skill was the ability to take a large amount of information and summarize it succinctly.  Flexibility and adaptability to change were also considered essential, in terms of an employee’s capacity to operate and succeed in a constantly changing world.  Budgeting, fundraising, employment law, legislative processes, and public speaking were also cited as subjects employers would like to see taught to prospective employees.

Conclusions

Appendix A

Interviewer_____________________________

Interviewee_____________________________ Title___________________________________

Organization_________________________ Organization Type: Federal Gov’t  FORMCHECKBOX 
    State Gov’t  FORMCHECKBOX 
    County Gov’t  FORMCHECKBOX 
   City Gov’t  FORMCHECKBOX 
    Non-Gov’t Public Agency  FORMCHECKBOX 
    Higher Ed  FORMCHECKBOX 
    Tribal Gov  FORMCHECKBOX 

Private Non-Profit  FORMCHECKBOX 
    Other___________________

1.What abilities (personal and learned) would you like to see in prospective professional employees who possess a master’s degree in public administration or another area such as an MBA? 
2. Rate the following skills in relation to their importance to success as a professional in your organization.  Use a scale of 1 to 5 with 1 being of “low importance” and 5 being of  “high importance.” (The following skills are in no particular order). 

a. Written communication
  

1
2
3
4
5
n/a

b. Oral communication/presentation skills
1
2
3
4
5
n/a

c. Data analysis/research/statistics 

1
2
3
4
5
n/a


d. Technology utilization skills

1
2
3
4
5
n/a


e. Budget management/accounting

1
2
3
4
5
n/a


f. Strategic planning



1
2
3
4
5
n/a


g. Leadership 




1
2
3
4
5
n/a

h. Teamwork/collaboration


1
2
3
4
5
n/a


i. Time management



1
2
3
4
5
n/a


j. Policy analysis



1
2
3
4
5
n/a


k. Decision making/problem solving

1
2
3
4
5
n/a


l. Public relations



1
2
3
4
5
n/a


m. Creative thinking



1
2
3
4
5
n/a


n. Interpersonal skills 



1
2
3
4
5
n/a


o. Human Resource Management

1
2
3
4
5
n/a


3. Of the above skills which do you consider to be the three most important?  Why? 

4. What skills, if any, not on the above list do you consider as important or more important when hiring professional staff?

5. What knowledge, skills and/or abilities do you or your agency find lacking in people you employ for professional positions or positions that require a master’s degree? 

6. How important is a master’s degree when considering hiring someone for a professional position?  Why?

7. Are there certain types of master’s degrees that you look for when hiring professional staff? (MBA, MES, MPA, etc)

8. If you could have one class taught to prospective employees what would it be?  What content should it include?

Comments: 

Appendix B

Question One Detail of Responses

	ABILITIES
	Frequency
	SKILLS ASSESSMENT KEY

	
	
	

	flexibility
	2
	Critical Thinking

	global perspective
	1
	Communication

	Ability to analyze from diff pts of view
	1
	Interpersonal Understanding

	maturity
	3
	Ethics/Citizenship/Social Responsibility

	openness to further learning
	1
	Commitment to/Capacity for change & lifelong learning

	enthusiasm
	1
	Information Management

	creative problem solving
	2
	Other

	good communication skills
	6
	

	knowledge of state system
	2
	

	professionalism
	2
	

	confidence
	2
	

	go-getter
	2
	

	responsible
	1
	

	broad view
	2
	

	holistic
	1
	

	neutrality
	1
	

	good analysis skills
	1
	

	verbal communication
	1
	

	proactive thinking
	1
	

	good writing skills
	2
	

	research skills
	3
	

	ability to  work with policy oriented programs
	1
	

	life skills
	1
	

	interpersonal skills
	4
	

	extrapolate big issues from small ones
	1
	

	teamwork
	3
	

	negotiating skills
	1
	

	realistic experience
	1
	

	independent decision making
	1
	

	good judgment
	1
	

	customer service skills
	1
	

	budgeting skills
	1
	

	strategic planning
	1
	

	relevant practical experience
	1
	

	managerial/supervisory skills
	1
	

	ability to create and maintain large budgets
	1
	

	deal with financial issues
	1
	

	critical thinking
	1
	

	policy analysis
	1
	

	project management
	1
	

	group facilitation skills
	1
	

	Innovation
	1
	

	sensitivity to ways of communication
	1
	

	persistent in reaching out to communities
	1
	

	openness to other cultures
	1
	

	Total
	67
	


Appendix C

Question Four Detail of Responses

	ABILITIES
	
	SKILLS ASSESSMENT KEY

	
	
	

	Flexibility
	
	Critical Thinking

	Deal and accept change
	
	Communication

	Legislative liaison skills
	
	Interpersonal Understanding

	Organizational & development structure
	
	Ethics/Citizenship/Social Responsibility

	Board development
	
	Commitment to/Capacity for change & lifelong learning

	Fundraising
	
	Information Management

	Experience
	
	Other

	Personally neutral (political)
	
	

	Confidence
	
	

	Willingness to keep learning
	
	

	Adapt to change
	
	

	Strong work ethic
	
	

	Personal commitment to public science
	
	

	Dedication
	
	

	Value
	
	

	Principles
	
	

	Professional attitude
	
	

	Confidentiality
	
	

	Mediation
	
	

	Facilitation
	
	

	Role/function of government leader
	
	

	Listening skills
	
	

	Assimilate info
	
	

	Know why someone wants to be in the field
	
	

	Strong work ethic
	
	

	Don’t want someone who “just wants job”
	
	

	Ability to adapt to change
	
	

	Mental flexibility
	
	

	Reduce large amounts of info into pertinent facts
	
	

	Project management
	
	

	Grant writing
	
	

	Group facilitation
	
	

	Ability to anticipate change
	
	

	Manage frequent change
	
	

	Honesty of self & others
	
	

	Teamwork
	
	

	Learn from people
	
	

	Work outside the box
	
	

	Relationships
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