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The Trump administration is pursuing an ambitious agenda to shrink the size of government and make agencies 
more efficient.  This white paper clarifies the President’s agenda by reviewing a series of executive orders and 
memorandum issued by the White House and Director of the Office of Management and Budget (OMB).  We 
then provide some overall thoughts about the implications of this new initiative. 

The President’s Agenda 

January 2017 Hiring Freeze Memorandum  

Almost immediately upon taking office, the President signaled his determination to 
reduce the size of government.  He did this by issuing a Memorandum imposing a 
temporary hiring freeze on most Federal agencies (January 23, 2017).  The freeze 
stopped agencies from both hiring new employees and expanding the use of contract 
workers to manage unfilled positions.  The freeze lasted for three months, during 
which, the OMB Direction was tasked with preparing a longer-term strategy to shrink 
the size of the Federal workforce.      

 
Release of the FY 2018 Federal Budget Blueprint  

The next step the President took to emphasize his commitment to a leaner government was his Budget Blueprint 
to Congress on March 16, 2017.  This document proposed a 54 billion dollar decrease in non-Defense funding. 
Major cuts in funding were proposed for most large agencies. Examples included:  

 21% decrease in funding for Department of Agriculture. 
 16% decrease for Department of Commerce 
 13% decrease for Department of Education 
 5.6% decrease for Department of Energy 
 17.9% decrease for Department of Health and Human Services 
 13.2% decrease for Department of Housing and Urban Development 
 12% decrease for Department of Interior 
 21% decrease of Department of Labor 
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 31% decrease for the Environmental Protection Agency 

The proposed budget also called for the elimination of 17 smaller programs and agencies. Examples included 
the: 

 African Development Foundation 
 Chemical Safety Board 
 Corporation for National and Community Service 
 Corporation for Public Broadcasting 
 Institute of Museum and Library Services 
 U.S. Trade and Development Agency 
 National Endowment for the Arts 
 National Endowment for the Humanities 
 Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation 
 Overseas Private Investment Corporation 
 United States Institute of Peace 
 Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars. 

March Executive Order 

Also in March of 2017 the President issued a 3-page executive order giving further 
direction to OMB about creating a longer-term plan to streamline Federal agencies 
(Executive Order, March 13, 2017). The executive order required the OMB director 
to consult with Federal agency heads and: 

 Prepare a plan to reorganize Federal agencies to improve their efficiency, 
effectiveness, and accountability.  

 Publish a notice in the Federal Register asking the public to suggest 
improvements and incorporate those suggestions in the plan.   

 Ensure the plan addressed recommendations to eliminate parts of agencies 
or programs, merging of functions, and any needed legislative or 
administrative measures to complete the reorganization.   

In considering the elimination of parts of agencies, the order called on the OMB director to consider whether 
functions in agencies were duplicative to other parts of government, better completed at the state or local level, 
or were just too expensive relative to the benefits. 

April 2017 OMB Implementing Guidance 

Further implementing guidance to the March Executive order was issued by OMB in a 14-page memorandum 
(OMB, April 12, 2017).1  This is a very important document for Federal agency officials to carefully review.   

                                                 

1 The subject line for the document read “Comprehensive Plan for Reforming the Federal Government and Reducing the Federal 
Civilian Workforce.” 
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The memorandum provides detailed steps for agencies to take in assisting the OMB director in creating his plan 
to reduce employee counts, improve employee performance management, and restructure agency operations.  
Section 1 of the memorandum directs agency heads to: 

 Take immediate actions to achieve near-term workforce reductions and cost savings, in pursuit of 
funding levels listed in the President's FY 2018 Budget Blueprint;  

 Develop a plan to maximize employee performance by June 30, 2017; and  
 Submit an Agency Reform Plan to OMB in September 2017 as part of the agency's FY 2019 Budget 

submission to OMB that includes long-term workforce reductions.  In addition, an initial, high-level 
draft of the Agency Reform Plan was due to OMB by June 30, 2017 

The memorandum then outlines the steps that OMB will take to 
formulate its comprehensive Government-wide Reform Plan 
for publication in the President's FY 2019 Budget. This plan 
will rely on three primary sources of input: 1) individual 
agency reform plans, 2) OMB-coordinated crosscutting 
proposals, and 3) public input.  

Most of the remainder of the memorandum gives direction to 
agencies on how to formulate their individual reform plans.  Agencies are told their plan should be consistent 
with the President’s proposed budget which reduced funding for many programs and eliminates certain 
agencies.  

OMB will be meeting with a number of agencies to review their draft plans and provide feedback.  OMB will 
also be working to coordinate public input and share this information with agencies.  Following these meetings, 
agencies are expected to begin implementing agreed upon reforms even as they move forward in completing 
their final reform plans.  Completed plans were to be submitted to OMB this past fall. 

OMB will then be preparing crosscutting reform proposals to present to the President.  Examples of crosscutting 
reforms might be identification of ways to obtain savings by identifying markets or technology that are 
currently obtained in a fragmented way. Merging or eliminating duplicative functions might also be an example 
of a crosscutting reform. 

OMB will then release its final Government-wide Reform Plan as part of the President’s FY 2019 Budget 
request to Congress.  This will presumably occur around March of next year. This document will encompass 
agency-specific reforms, the President’s Management Agenda, and crosscutting goals and reforms. Agencies 
will begin implementing immediately those reforms that do not require Congressional action.   

Part 3 of the OMB memorandum gives additional details about how agencies should formulate their plans and 
organize the content.  Agencies are directed to prepare reform proposals in four areas: 1) eliminate activities, 2) 
restructure or merge, 3) improve efficiency and effectiveness, and 4) workforce management.  

ELIMINATE ACTIVITIES. Agencies are asked to identify programs or activities to eliminate that are not core to 
their mission, no longer needed in today’s society, or redundant with work done by another agency or the 
private sector. For such programs or activities agencies may propose their elimination through such means as 
changes in law, regulations, executive order, or agency directive.    

“…PLAN TO REDUCE EMPLOYEE 
COUNTS, IMPROVE EMPLOYEE 
PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT, 
AND RESTRUCTURE AGENCY 
OPERATIONS.” 
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RESTRUCTURE OR MERGE. Agencies should also identify activities that can be restructured, streamlined, or 
merged.  Reasons for such activities could be improved decision making, better coordination, reduction of 
duplication of efforts, and elimination of unnecessary administration or management support. 

EFFICIENCY AND EFFECTIVENESS. Agency reform plans should also consider proposals that fall in the general 
category of “Improve Efficiency and Effectiveness”.  Agencies are asked to consider where adoption of 
technology can raise efficiency and cut costs. Agencies should explore opportunities to redesign business 
processes, change how and where they are located to provide their services, look for less expensive options to 
provide mission support services, and use government-wide contracts for common goods and services.  
Agencies are also asked to consider how they might better evaluate program performance to reduce costs and 
improve results. 

WORKFORCE MANAGEMENT. This area focuses on reducing the size and cost of the Federal workforce.  
Agency heads are encouraged to use a variety of means to determine appropriate staffing levels rather than rely 
on historical staffing numbers.  Agencies are also encouraged to consider ways to delegate tasks from higher 
graded positions to lower graded positions to reduce highly paid staff.  Other strategies include reviewing spans 
of control to see where options exist to eliminate supervisory positions, moving to a centralized, agency-wide 
personnel system, taking advantage of positions that become vacant to determine ways to function without 
filling them, and make greater use of technology to replace workers. 

Part 4 also calls for agencies to better identify and address poor performers. 
This includes eliminating unnecessary steps required to remove poor 
performers, having clear policies on use of performance improvement plans, 
and communicating PIPs to all supervisors.  Furthermore, agencies must 
ensure all managers and supporting HR staff are trained in managing 
employee performance and conduct.  Agencies are required to report to 
OMB how they will ensure managers are held accountable for employee 
performance.  Finally, agencies are required to explain how they will provide 
managers with expertise and other forms of assistance at the point managers 
need it to help them address employee performance issues.  As an example, a 
Manager Support Board is offered as a strategy.  This would be a group of 
internal experts having in-depth knowledge of employee labor relations, 

experience managing employees, and supervisory coaching skills to assist individual managers on an as-needed 
basis.   
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Some Reflections on the President’s Agenda 

AN AGGRESSIVE SCHEDULE.  While we expect some agencies can achieve the aggressive schedule, others may 
find this quite challenging.  Even in the private sector, we find many large organizations may take many months 
or even years before finalizing their plans to merge or restructure. The message here is that agencies must make 
this a priority, find the resources, and pull together the right people to make it happen.  It is hard to see how an 
agency can succeed without top leadership, other senior officials, and HR all pulling together. We expect some 
Federal agencies will be asking for extensions or else turning in incomplete plans that lack detail. Others will be 
seeking contractor assistance. 

CALL FOR BOLD ACTIONS.  Our reading of the President’s intent is for agency heads to propose bold actions 
leading to substantial cost savings. This will require creativity, political savvy, and courage.  Proposing 
relatively minor reductions will not be seen as being compliant.  In addition, many agencies have spent the last 
decade in finding the low hanging fruit when it comes to saving money.  An example would be making bulk 
purchases of software licenses rather than each division going its own way. The cuts the President is calling for 
will likely require new ideas and initiatives.   

We know a typical reaction to management in some agencies when told to reduce head count is simply to 
reduce the number of administrative staff.  This will probably not work for several reasons.  First, the number of 
administrative staff in many agencies is already low.  The level of potential savings from further reductions may 
not be large.  Second, there will still be administrative work that must get done.  This burden could fall on 
existing supervisors.  As a result, less supervision gets down and the agency ends up creating high priced 
administrative staff out of their supervisors.    

THERE WILL BE “WINNERS AND LOSERS”.  For a variety of historical and practical reasons, it is true that 
similar activities are being done across agencies.  We have seen this first hand in such diverse areas as the 
enforcement of employment discrimination laws, export controls, and prevention of terrorism.  Arguments pro 
and con can be made about centralizing them within a single agency.  Our reading of the tea leaves is that the 
President and OMB will be pushing hard for centralization.  Agency heads must therefore consider how 
proactive they will be in helping to make this happen.  The final result may be that certain agencies will see an 
increase in responsibility and visibility if programs are centralized within their organization.  But for others, the 
result could be a significantly smaller agency.  

REQUIRES BOTH A TOP DOWN AND BOTTOM UP APPROACH. There are two general approaches to downsizing.  
One starts with strategic planning where more efficient means of achieving core missions are identified.  From 
this work high level decisions are made about existing functions and processes.  But at some point, decisions 
must also take place within individual divisions and units.  In our experience, most agencies have a significant 
number of people that are either over loaded or under loaded with work.  A systematic method is needed to 
identify and quantify these situations.  We have pioneered such an approach.  Relatively quickly we can specify 
which people are say 60%, 70%, or 130% loaded.  For those seriously overloaded, we also identify which tasks 
are candidates for moving to someone else.  Positions in which people then remain under loaded should be 
redlined for elimination.    

DETERMINING SPAN OF CONTROL. Just as arbitrarily reducing administration support may not be a good 
answer, neither is arbitrarily increasing supervisory span of control. Some careful analysis is needed to make the 
determination about what a supervisor should be expected to handle. OPM does not provide explicit numbers to 
agencies.  Instead several factors should be considered.  One is the extent to which you have “working 
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supervisors”.  Obviously, the more time you expect your supervisors to perform operational tasks, the smaller 
must be their span of control.  

INCREASED EMPHASIS ON PROGRAM EVALUATION.  The President’s agenda further ratchets up the pressure on 
agencies to produce meaningful data about their program’s benefits.  Advances have been made over the past 
decade in the science and theory of program evaluation (also called Monitoring and Evaluation – M&E) which 
use such terms as “logic model” and “theory of change” (TOC).  Management must insist on the quality and 
accuracy of data their people produce so they can effectively compare benefits to expenses.    

Please contact Dr. Doug Rosenthal at DRosenthal@jps-usa.com 571-278-3509 with your questions. 
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