SES CDP: Challenges Experiences

Well, | would say some of the challenges that you encounter when you move up
the line in terms of responsibilities with an SES position is simply the scale and
scope of your responsibilities. When you're in a 15-level position, often times
you're at the top of the box of the organization so to speak, and your
responsibilities are limited to those functional areas. As you move up in the
organizational chart and take on broader responsibilities, the scope and breadth
of responsibilities is much larger and the impact of what you do is much more
profound and can affect many more people, both employees in the organization
as well as the public at large in terms of the type of work that you do and impact
on recipients of the programs and services. So | would say one of the big
differences is scale and scope. Another is, in some cases, depending on the
position, the buck stops with you, and so you can't look around and pass it off to
somebody else. The decision is yours, and sometimes there are very difficult

decisions that have to be made at higher levels.

The first thing that comes to mind with regard to how is SES different than past
leadership positions is certainly the level of autonomy that you have. People,
once they put you in the SES position, they expect that you are weighing the
facts and that you're making good decisions and that you're doing the right thing.
The amount of guidance that you're gonna get, specific guidance, will be very
limited, and you really need to use your moral compass and you need to use all
of your experience to move the organization that you've been put in charge of in

the right direction for your agency and for the people that work for you.
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The Senior Executive Service positions I've held have differed from those other
leadership positions in that there is not really much of a buffer between my role
now and the Director of the Fish and Wildlife Service and then the political levels.
Whenever a person is not yet in the Senior Executive Service, they're usually
responding or reporting to a career person in the executive ranks, and that
person is responding to a career senior civil servant, but in this capacity there is

not that buffer.

When | was working my way up through the career civil service positions, | often
times took on some very challenging and difficult assignments, and | think that
mentality served me very well as | moved up and moved into positions of greater
responsibilities. | can recall, for example, | started my career at the Department
of Housing and Urban Development, and | was a (GS) 15 at that time working in
a management office and the Assistant Secretary called down and said we have
a major problem and | need somebody to head up a task force and asked my
boss if he could recommend somebody, and my name floated to the top of the
list, and | got to sit with the Assistant Secretary and the Secretary to talk about
some fraud and corruption that was occurring in the housing programs back in
the ‘80s, and | was given the challenge to sort it all out and come back in two
weeks with recommendations as to what to do, and | took two weeks to scope
out what the issues were and went back with a plan that would require many

months of data collection prior to being able to put together any
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recommendations for policy changes and programatic changes. The end result
was that it was a very high-level task force. As a (GS) 15 | was working with
Assistant Secretaries, Deputy Assistant Secretaries, and other (GS) 15s in the
program areas, and we put together a series of recommendations that were
eventually adopted by the Secretary and effectively fixed the problem, and | sort
of reflect back on what's occurring in the housing arena today and note that
many of the problems that the commercial sector experienced did not occur with
the Federal Housing Administration Program, FHA, which was part of HUD and
was the one that had the problems, so a lot of the fundamental changes we
made back then have stood the test of time and they have enabled the
department to maintain a very integral housing program that has avoided many

of the problems that we see now on the commercial side.

I've had several skills and experiences that | believe in my career have led me to
have some success in this position now in the Senior Executive Service, and one
major contributor | believe was the career | held before entering the federal
government. | have Bachelor's and Master’s Degrees in mental health, and |
worked in the mental health arena for almost 10 years and worked with and for
psychologists and did a lot of research, so | have a strong research background
and research methodology and statistics, which helps in government and
analyzing data, and | also have a very strong grounding in human development
and management and organizational development, so that combined with my

experiences in working as a clinician really | think have given me a sense of
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grounding and coming in as a senior executive that | know how to manage
people, | had done it before, | had done it outside the government, and | had a
diversity of populations that | worked with so | felt comfortable entering the Senior
Executive Service and managing different groups of people because | had done

it before with psychologists who are very sophisticated in the human experience.

For this position here at NCTC, it's very unique in the Fish and Wildlife Service,
and | would say that it's unique in the federal government in the fact that from an
agency standpoint we’re an eclectic group of individuals that aren’t necessarily
mainstream with the experiences that most Fish and Wildlife Service people
have. Now certainly we have people that have come out of the ranks of Fish and
Wildlife, but the whole concept of being a training and an information brokering
entity inside of the Fish and Wildlife Service is certainly something that’s very
different. How do you take the skills that that unique set of people have and
bring that to the best possible level that you can to help the other people in Fish
and Wildlife Service that are out there doing their daily jobs, doing conservation,
doing realty work, doing law enforcement, all those things that we do as an
agency, how do we take this group of folks and train those folks to do their job
when the trainers aren’t actually the practitioners in a lot of cases, and so
thinking strategically about how to do that and how to roll that out inside of the
agency is probably one of the most important things that you could think about
during this position. The most important thing that I've learned that helps in

leadership positions that I've held and this position is communication. Open lines
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of communication, frank communication, communication in different styles to
meet different people’s desires and the way they learn is probably the most
important thing that you can do in your position. Once you've broken down those
communication lines or established those communication lines, | think portraying
where you want to take the organization, talking about change management to
folks, all those very difficult things that we do as leaders will come a lot easier

and a lot quicker if you focus on those communication skills.
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