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Facing the Human Capital Crisis
 

Successful Recruitment Program Pilot at Edwards AFB 

Rachel Schwarz 

Human capital crisis. Over the past few years, it’s 
become a common catchphrase within the De­
partment of Defense (DoD). What exactly does 
it mean? Whom does it affect? And what is DoD 
doing to keep at bay the reality behind the buzz­

word? 

According to a report (Feb. 2003) of the Performance In­
stitute, a private think tank and leading authority on per-
formance-based management practices for government 
agencies, over half the federal workforce is between the 
ages of 49 and 69. Over the next few years, 50 percent 
of the current acquisition, technology, and logistics (AT&L) 
workforce will be eligible for early or regular retirement. 
The percentage will continue growing until the number 
of people eligible to retire from the AT&L workforce 
reaches a predicted 70 percent in the year 2010. A loss 
of this magnitude is potentially debilitating for the fed­
eral government. As more senior personnel retire, the 
AT&L workforce will lose far more than just numbers: 
there will be a precipitous loss of workforce knowledge 
and experience. Without creating a strategic plan to re­
duce the impact of this enormous loss of human capital, 
DoD won’t have the resources necessary to successfully 
carry out the organization’s mission. 

The human capital crisis is complex and 
involves numerous agencies within the 
DoD. The solution is no single quick-fix 
program, so the government is ap­
proaching the problem from several dif­
ferent angles. One specific approach in­
volves the DoD’s working with specific 
agencies to develop general methodolo­
gies that will be useful in future resolu­
tion of the human capital crisis. 

DoD Initiates Pilot Program 
Realizing the seriousness of the human 
capital situation facing DoD, the acquisi­
tion workforce and career management 
(AW&CM) office is taking action to im­
plement processes and procedures to 
build up the workforce now so it will con-
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As a first step, Knowledge Workers researched human 
capital problems within the AT&L workforce and drafted 
a proposal to prepare DoD for the future: implement a 
pilot program where Knowledge Workers could “demon­
strate a standardized, metric-driven, and measurable re­
cruitment action program paying particular attention to 
external, mid-level hires.” 

Site Selected 
In the fall of 2002, AW&CM focused on finding an ap­
propriate site to implement a recruitment pilot. “We 
wanted a location that was having problems,” says Steve 
Tkac, program sponsor, AW&CM office. “Since strategic 
planners told us the AT&L workforce’s greatest need was 
in engineering, we especially wanted a pilot location with 
vacancies in engineering career fields. And we really 
wanted to challenge the system with difficult circum­
stances.” 

Edwards Air Force Base 
(AFB), located in the heart 
of the Mojave Desert, met 
the requirements for the re­
cruitment pilot site, and on 
Jan. 1, 2003, the Edwards 
Air Force Base Pilot was 
born. “Having the opportu­
nity to go to Edwards and 
work with people with sim­
ilar vision, people who were 
willing to challenge the sys­

tem, was a blessing,” says Tkac. 

Existing Processes Researched 
The Edwards Air and Re-engineered       

personnel and going 

the human capital 
approach to fighting 
created a proactive 

When Knowledge Workers began 
Force Base pilot their work at Edwards AFB, they 

found a human resources staff that 
was overwhelmed with paper and un­
able to give applicants as efficient and 
responsive support as they would 
have liked. Knowledge Workers also 
discovered a passive recruiting ap­

crisis, one based on proach (attending job fairs and post­
ing jobs on government Web sites), 

targeting the needed bland marketing materials, and no 
formal relationships with universities. 

after them at the To fully understand the hiring process 
and practices used at Edwards AFB, 

tinue to be strong in the future. To this Web sites they visit Knowledge Workers conducted in-
end, in the summer of 2002, the depth interviews with key hiring au-
AW&CM office contracted with or the universities thorities within the Edwards human 
Knowledge Workers, Inc., a Colorado- resources and hiring directorates. 
based firm specializing in human cap- they attend. From the information gathered in the 
ital solutions, for assistance in meet- interviews, Knowledge Workers cre­
ing the challenge ahead. ated the existing, “as-is” process map. 
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The validated map was then used to determine key points, 
meaningful to Edwards, to measure recruiting results 
within the Edwards process. Once the combined Edwards 
and Knowledge Workers team had selected measurement 
points, the workflow was embedded in Knowledge Work­
ers’ applicant tracking system. This allowed for the au-

New Branding Developed 
In addition to improving the application/hiring system, 
Knowledge Workers, with their partner Bernard Hodes 
Group, developed a new branding and marketing plan 
for engineering jobs. “Edwards AFB is regarded as the 
world’s top flight test center,” says Tkac. “We wanted their 

tomatic capture and reporting of hir­
ing productivity measures in a fully 
Web-enabled dashboard-style re­
porting tool that gave key Edwards 
and DoD decision makers real-time 
access to applicant data and hiring 
metrics. Once the basic redesign of 
the application and hiring system for 
engineering jobs at Edwards was es­
tablished, Joe Weiner, Knowledge 
Workers’ managing director, led the 
pilot team through the creation of a 
new, more user-friendly Web-based 
applicant sourcing system that would 
challenge the conventional recruiting 
model and bring 21st century tech­
nology to Edwards. Now potential em­
ployees can search for available en­
gineering jobs in their specific fields 
and apply online, and recruiting co­
ordinators can respond quickly to 
qualified candidates. This quick re­
sponse encourages more candidates 
to stick around longer in the applica­
tion process and has resulted in a 
much larger candidate pool for base 
engineering jobs. In addition, moving 
the application process online allows 
Edwards to track steps in the hiring 
process more effectively. 

Online Visibility Improved 
Edwards AFB also increased its visi­
bility in the electronic world, thereby 
making it easier for potential em­
ployees to find their Web site: 
<http://www.edwards.af.mil/>. “We 
didn’t want to simply post jobs on 
USAJOBS and hope people would find 
them,” explains Tkac, “We wanted to 
actively pursue passive job seekers 
who may never have considered 
working for the DoD.” So Edwards 
entered into a commercial arrange-
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knowledge and 
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brand to portray that.” The new 
branding design reflects the “Edwards 
swagger” and is used in recruiting 
brochures, banner ads, university re­
lations flyers and posters, and an up­
coming interactive recruiting CD-
ROM—all designed for maximum 
appeal to the engineering profes­
sionals that Edwards seeks and to 
point potential applicants to the Ed­
wards AFB Web site. 

Focus Turns to University 
Outreach 
The team next directed their efforts 
at reaching out to local universities. 
Edwards worked initially to develop 
a close relationship with California 
State University at Northridge (CSUN). 
There were two primary reasons for 
choosing this school over other uni­
versities in the area. One, the Uni­
versity has a strong engineering 
school; and two, it is the nearest four-
year university campus to the base. 

Knowledge Workers, on behalf of Ed­
wards, initiated the relationship with 
CSUN, first visiting the Northridge 
campus to meet, S. T. Mau, dean of 
the college of engineering and com­
puter science, and several members 
of his faculty and to learn more about 
CSUN. Weiner also wanted to under­
stand the dean’s attitude toward Ed­
wards AFB as a potential employer of 
Northridge students. “I can recall 
vividly the lunch meeting with the 
dean and his department chairs,” he 
says. “I asked them what they knew 
about Edwards Air Force Base and 
was told it was ‘hot as hell and in the 
middle of nowhere.’ Given that com­
ment, I knew we needed to change 

ments with Google.com, Aftercollege.com, and Fast- the view held by this key leadership group before we could 
Web.com among other search engines. In the case of ever develop a relationship at the student level.” 
Google, when someone browsing the Web entered cer­
tain keywords (such as “avionics design,” “military air- Site Visit 
craft,” “electrical engineering,” etc.) Google sent the The initial overtures made, Edwards AFB arranged a site 
searcher an electronic postcard with a direct link to the tour for Mau, the department chairs, and student group 
Edwards Web site. leaders to show them the cutting-edge engineering facil-

Defense AT&L: January-February 2004 22 



ities at the base and give them an introduction to the ca­
reer paths available at Edwards for CSUN students. Ed­
wards engineers who had graduated from CSUN partici­
pated in the tour to interact with their former professors, 
telling them about their jobs and how their education had 
helped prepare them for their careers. “This was a criti­
cal part of the pilot,” says Tkac. “In essence what we were 
doing was recruiting recruiters. These professors and ad­
visors have tremendous credibility with their students, 
and now they are telling them, ‘You should consider Ed­
wards.’” 

Meet Edwards Nights 
Next, “Meet Edwards” nights were held on campus and 
tour days arranged for professors and students to visit 
Edwards and learn about life at the base. The initial Meet 
Edwards event was well publicized with a goal for atten­
dance of 25 to 30 engineering students. The final atten­
dance count was 210 students, many from the Honor’s 
Co-Op program. These efforts made a lasting impression 
on the professors and students who participated. As a re­
sult, Edwards Air Force Base now has great credibility at 
California State University Northridge. “I believe the re­
lationship we have developed with Cal State Northridge 
is the most valuable part of the pilot,” says Paul Tierney, 
chief, avionics systems integration at Edwards. 

Edwards Scholarship Program 
The next step to building a strong and continuing rela­
tionship at CSUN was establishing an Edwards scholar­
ship program for students in the school of engineering. 
Edwards has plans to give up to eight students $2,000 
scholarships when they participate in a paid summer in­
ternship program at the Air Force base. Not only will these 
students receive money towards their college education, 
they will also receive compensation for their summer 
work, gain experience in the engineering field, and make 
valuable contacts for job applications after graduation. 

Edwards personnel invested considerable time and effort 
in building the relationship with CSUN, and the invest­
ment paid off. Mau and many professors and students 
from CSUN now genuinely believe Edwards is a good 
place to begin an engineering career. “The people at North-
ridge were pretty skeptical when we first showed up there,” 
says Weiner, “but now that we’ve spent time developing 
a relationship with them, I think they really respect us.” 

Edwards Reaps Benefits 
So how have all these changes impacted Edwards AFB 
overall? As of Sept. 30, 2003, Edwards had hired 23 en­
gineers, and that number would have been much larger 
if not for the changing mission objectives related to Op­
eration Iraqi Freedom, which delayed personnel hiring 
decisions. Edwards now has in excess of 7,600 engineering 
applicants being actively tracked against 102 positions, 
with nearly 600 applicants against open requests for per­

sonnel action (RPAs) for future hiring. Average days to fill 
an open position have been reduced by 46 percent. Av­
erage days for a new hire to start work have been reduced 
33 percent. All of this was accomplished with a modest 
DoD pilot investment. In addition to faster hiring of bet­
ter qualified applicants, the Knowledge Workers Appli­
cant Tracking System and HRDashboard Metrics Reporting 
Tool have allowed Edwards hiring managers and engi­
neering recruiting support staff to be more strategic in 
their hiring on base. 

Jan Taylor, chief of affirmative employment at Edwards 
comments, “My team initially expressed concern that the 
new system would be more time consuming and would 
add to their current workload. But after training from 
Knowledge Workers, and as they have become familiar 
with the automated nature of the applicant work flow and 
database, they really like the system’s ease of use and 
their ability to tell applicants their current applicant sta­
tus.” This is confirmed by Nancy Cox, engineering re­
cruiting coordinator for the avionics systems integration 
division at Edwards. “Knowledge Workers tools and tech­
nology save me at least 50 percent of my day in dealing 
with applicants and hiring managers,” she says. “I now 
have a system that allows me to track all applicants to the 
manager level and know in real time exactly what their 
status is when they call to ask.” 

Double Payback 
The Edwards pilot was valuable for both Edwards AFB 
and Knowledge Workers. “I look at what we have now as 
a pick list of supplies, methodologies, and strategies to 
position Edwards for hiring success well into the future,” 
says Weiner. And not only will the lessons learned at Ed­
wards AFB allow the base to continue to expand and reach 
out to new candidates, but Knowledge Workers, too, can 
use what they learned at Edwards as benchmarks when 
they implement similar methodologies at different sites 
throughout the nation. 

The Edwards Air Force Base pilot created a proactive ap­
proach to the human capital crisis, one based on target­
ing needed personnel and going after them at the Web 
sites they visit or the universities they attend. It’s an ap­
proach that says, “Our jobs and our mission are impor­
tant to you. If you join us, there will be exciting opportu­
nities to develop yourself and your career.” It speaks for 
the success of the pilot that the Department of the Air 
Force has decided to take over and continue the Edwards 
pilot and to fund a spiral activity that will reproduce the 
Edwards successes at up to seven additional Air Force 
bases in 2004. 

Editor’s note: Comments and questions should be di­
rected to Steve Tkac at steve.tkac@osd.mil. 
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