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Executive Summary

Among the survey highlights:

Recruitment became less challenging in 2024, and saw continued 
improvement in 2025 (see Figure 12A). 

Fewer governments reported that they frequently need to reopen 
recruitments due to an insufficient number of qualified applicants (see 
Figure 14).

The average size of broad-based pay increases declined from what was 
provided in 2024 (see Figure 6).

Targeted hiring bonuses continued to be offered by about one-third of 
government employers (see Figure 9).

More governments reported being very or somewhat successful recruiting 
new generations of employees (see Figure 11).

Degree requirements continued to be dropped for at least some positions, 
particularly among state governments (see Figure 19). More than two-thirds 
of those dropping education requirements reported it led to an increase in 
the number of applicants, with most indicating it did not impact the quality 
of applicants (Figure 18).

In HR data tracking, there was a decrease in those analyzing onboarding 
and mentorship effectiveness (see Figure 21).

Gig hiring continued at approximately the same levels as in 2020 and 2022, 
with just 5% relying on it for 5% or more of their total staffing needs (see 
Figure 4).

Fewer governments reported competitive compensation was among their 
very important priorities (see Figure 35A). Workforce diversity, equity, 
and inclusion and creating a more flexible workplace also declined in 
importance, but hybrid and flexible scheduling remain common (see Table 
5 and Figure 35).

With the aging of the workforce, more governments rated succession 
planning as very important, but even given a list of likely components to a 
succession planning program, 61% reported not having any such elements 
in place (see Figure 37).

This survey, which began in 2009, represents a partnership between MissionSquare Research Institute, the National 
Association of State Personnel Executives (NASPE), and the Public Sector HR Association (PSHRA).

It is intended to capture not only a current snapshot of state and local recruitment, retention, benefits, and related human 
resources (HR) practices, but also a wider view of how those practices have trended over time. While this report includes 
questions that have been asked throughout the 16 years of the survey, it also explores emerging priorities, such as recruitment 
of former federal employees and how artificial intelligence is being used in recruitment.

https://www.naspe.net/
https://www.naspe.net/
https://pshra.org


3  |   2025 State and Local Government Workforce Survey Results 

New questions  
for 2025

New questions added to this year’s survey also shed light on emerging topics, including:

Successful recruitment strategies: 9% reported skills assessments (as an 
alternative to a degree requirement), while 12% front-loaded benefits 
so new hires would have quicker access to paid leave (see Figure 8).

Within the application process, 47% omit questions on 
salary history and 20% provide interview accommodations 
for neurodiverse job candidates (see Figure 22).

2% reported outreach to federal employees, with more of that 
taking place among state governments (see Figure 8).

While 52% do not provide any paid family leave, 
39% offer 4 weeks or more (see Figure 34).

5% provide paid leave for employees to attend 
college classes (see Figure 32).

Regarding succession planning, the most common components are: 

	� transition plans for key leadership roles (21%) and 
	� leadership development for multiple potential successors (21%; see Figure 37).

This year’s survey was conducted among NASPE and PSHRA members from March 4 
to April 7, 2025. Although respondents are asked to report their experience over the 
past year, some may also report based on recent policy decisions, such as if they had 
recently amended their hybrid work arrangements.
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Survey Respondents

Local governments represented the largest segment of survey respondents, followed by 
state governments and special districts (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Form of 
government (n = 382)

79%

13%

8%

Local government

State government

Special district

For the purposes of agency comparisons that follow, special districts (which include utility 
districts, school districts, and others) are included with all other local governments.

Rather than consider the residential population of a state or local government, size 
comparisons are based on the number of full-time equivalent employees (see Figure 2). 
Those with under 250 employees make up 40% of the sample. This is a further breakout 
than in 2024, when the smallest staffing cohort was “under 500 FTEs.” Where there 
are notable differences in responses based upon either agency type or size, those are 
referenced in the discussion below.

Figure 2: Number of 
full-time equivalent 
employees (n = 331)

NOTE: Due to rounding, totals may not sum to 
100%, and subtotals cited in the text may vary. 

40%

18%

22%

9%

2%

8%

Under 250

250-499

500-2,499

2,500-9,999

10,000-19,999

20,000 or more
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Survey Findings

Workforce Actions

To provide a baseline of what types of activity are taking place (regardless of the scale of 
that activity), the survey asks about a list of workforce actions (see Figure 3). These actions 
include several that are uncommon during times of high labor demand (e.g., layoffs, 
pay cuts – both reported by 5% or fewer since 2022) and several that are indicative of 
recruitment incentives or creative approaches to addressing labor shortages.

Figure 3: Which of the 
following workforce actions 

has your government 
implemented over the 

past year? (select all 
that apply; n = 380)

None of the above

Furloughs

Pay cuts

Pay freezes

Early retirement incentives

Layoffs

Hired staff to work exclusively off-site

Restructured full-time positions for part-time hires

Reduced or restructured services to match
 available workforce

Hiring freezes

Hired below minimum qualifications
 for post-hiring upskilling

Narrow, position-specific pay increases

Re-hired (at least part-time) staff that retired
 from your government

Updated job specs for
 minimum education/skills/licensing

Hired temporary or contract employees

Broad-based pay increases

Compensation or classification study

Hired employees 91%

54%

47%

47%

44%

33%

22%

18%

8%

8%

4%

4%

4%

3%

1%

1%

1%

1%

For the past two years, 54% of respondents reported conducting compensation or 
classification studies, down from 65% in 2023. This does not necessarily mean that 
pay adjustments followed, but broad-based pay increases were provided by more 
than half of all respondents in 2023 (62%) and 2024 (53%), with 47% providing such 
increases in 2025.

For the past three years, about a third of respondents have reported rehiring retired 
staff, at least as a temporary measure. Pension plans typically set conditions on these 
arrangements, such as limiting total hours worked, pausing pension distributions, or 
requiring new contributions.1

State respondents were 
more likely to report 

rehiring retirees (54% 
state, 30% local) and 

hiring staff to work 
exclusively off-site 

(19% state, 2% local).
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Just under half of respondents hired contract or temporary employees (47%). Contracts 
may take many forms, including long-term agreements for legal counsel or technical 
experts, as well as ‘gig hiring.” Using a definition of gig work as being limited to tasks or 
assignments for less than a full year, Figure 4 shows the scale of that hiring, with just 5% 
using gig workers to perform more than 5% of the organization’s workload. This is the 
fourth time this question has been asked since 2019, and the “more than 5%” category 
has stayed between 3-7% each year.

Figure 4: What portion 
of your organization’s 

workload would you 
estimate is being met via 

the gig economy? (n = 305) 

NOTE: Due to rounding, totals may not sum 
to 100%.

5%

19%

30%

45%

More than 5%

1-5%

Less than 1%

None

Size of the Workforce

In 2025, 91% hired employees (see Figure 3). This is most meaningful in comparison to 
years when far fewer hired staff (e.g., only 66% hired in 2014). 

Just knowing that staff were hired, however, does not indicate the scale of hiring or 
how workforce departures resulted in a net gain or loss. Figure 5 shows that 60% of 
respondents reported that their full-time workforce increased.

Figure 5: How, if at all, did 
the size of your full-time 

workforce change over 
the past year? (n = 366)

NOTE: Due to rounding, totals may not sum to 
100%, and subtotals cited in the text may vary. 

60%

30%

8%

3%

Increased

No change

Decreased

Don’t know
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The scale of the change in staffing is captured in Figure 5A. From 2021 to 2023, the 
percentage reporting within each of the categories of increases rose. Since then, 
some of those categories have declined. For example, the percentage experiencing 
an increase in staffing of more than 10% has dropped from 4% in 2023 to 2% in 
2025. However, jurisdictions experiencing an increase in staff far outnumbered those 
experiencing a decrease, with 18% seeing an increase of 5% or more, compared to just 
3% seeing a decrease of that size.

Figure 5A: Change in full-
time workforce over the 
past year (2021-2025, n = 

269, 316, 244, 295, 366)

NOTE: Due to rounding, totals may not sum to 
100%, and subtotals cited in the text may vary. 

Decreased by more than 10

Decreased by 5-10

Decreased by less than 5

Unspecified decrease

No change

Unspecified increase

Increased by less than 5

Increased by 5-10

Increased by more than 10

0.4%
3%
4%

3%
2%

7%
9%

13%
18%

16%

14%
17%

32%
37%
37%

1%
2%

5%
0%

5%

47%
33%

27%
25%

30%

5%
2%

4%
0%

2%

14%
7%
7%

4%
3%

8%
9%

4%
2%
2%

0.4%
4%

2%
1%
1%

20252024202320222021
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Broad-based pay increases can likewise vary in size, often subject to multiyear labor 
agreements. Pay increases of “up to 3%” were more prevalent this year (up from 27% 
reporting those in 2024 to 45% in 2025), and a “4-6% salary increase” was less prevalent 
(down from 55% in 2024 to 40% in 2025; see Figure 6).

Figure 6: Size of broad-based 
pay increases (n = 176) 

45%

40%

10%

5%

Up to 3%

4-6%

7-9%

10% or more

As to the reasons that the net size of the workforce changed, for 52% of respondents, 
the number of full-time employees hired had increased (see Figure 7). Retirements and 
part-time hiring were also more likely to have increased rather than decreased, along with 
a sizable portion saying that they stayed the same as the year before. Only in the case 
of quits/resignations and layoffs were respondents more likely to report that there had 
been a decrease rather than an increase.

Figure 7: Regarding the 
size of your government’s 

workforce in 2024, was 
the number of... (n = 363)

NOTE: Due to rounding, totals may not sum to 
100%, and subtotals cited in the text may vary. 

Layoffs

Quits

Part-time employees hired

Retirements

Full-time employees hired

Same as in 2023Higher than in 2023 Don't knowLower than in 2023

52%

35%

29%

23%

5%

29%

37%

47%

39%

40%

12%

14%

9%

24%

25%

7%

15%

16%

15%

30%

Regarding the 23% reporting that quits/resignations were more numerous than in the 
previous year, this was the third year in a row that this measure has decreased (see Table 1).

Table 1: Percentage indicating 
that the number of quits 

or retirements was higher 
than the year before

2022 2023 2024 2025

Quits 69% 45% 33% 23%

Retirements 60% 37% 31% 35%
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Recruitment

The most successful methods of recruitment have long been a combination of tactics. 
Traditional approaches like government websites (63%) and employee referrals (60%) 
were most often cited as being successful, along with social media (57%; see Figure 8). 
Beyond that, respondents reported success with college outreach, job fairs, and emerging 
approaches like paying for an applicant’s job-related licensing and video campaigns. 

The method that changed most significantly was the use of mobile apps to submit 
and track an application, which increased from 10% in 2024 to 17% in 2025. This 
has implications for increased data tracking and also for potentially improving the 
transparency of the hiring process and the applicant’s experience.

The average respondent identified 4-5 items on the list.

Figure 8: What recruitment 
practices are most successful 

in reaching qualified 
candidates?  (select all 

that apply; n = 354)

Outreach to federal employees

Outreach to justice-involved or formerly incarcerated individuals

Artificial intelligence (for application screening
 or video interviews)

K-12 outreach / civics curriculum

Overhiring for vacancies

Video campaigns

Skills assessments (as an alternative to a degree requirement)

On-the-spot conditional job offers

Building a communications campaign around public service

Front-loading benefits (e.g., no delay in using paid leave)

Mobile app for submitting and tracking an application

Hiring bonuses

Internships/apprenticeships

Paying for an applicant's job-related licensing

Job fairs

College outreach/partnerships

Advertising: Commercial websites/profession-specific media

Social media

Employee referrals

Advertising: Government websites 63%

60%

57%

55%

31%

31%

22%

18%

18%

17%

12%

12%

9%

9%

7%

6%

4%

4%

2%

2%

Table 2: College outreach/
partnerships by number 

of full-time equivalent 
employees (FTEs)

Number of Full Time Employees

Under 250 20%

250-499 	 25%

500-2,499 33%

2,500 or more 54%
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Each year, some of the items queried rotate. In 2024, other items in this question 
included outreach to veterans and military family members and outreach to specific 
neighborhoods or demographics (11% each). In the years those items have been a part 
of the survey, neither has exceeded 17%. 

Among the new methods surveyed this year are front-loading benefits so there is no 
delay in accessing paid leave (12%), and outreach to justice-involved individuals (e.g., 
those who had been formerly convicted of a crime or administratively or judicially 
diverted; 2%).2

Public Service Motivation

Building a campaign around public service was reported by 12% of this year’s 
respondents. Regardless of the small percentage emphasizing this, other Research 
Institute studies have pointed out the importance of meaningful work, personal 
satisfaction, and the ability to serve one’s community in current or prospective public 
sector employees’ career decisions.3

Federal Employees

There is another population of potential job candidates that has similar public service 
motivations to state and local employees and that is currently experiencing significant 
job insecurity: federal workers.

Hawaii, Virginia, New Mexico, New York, and various local governments have ramped up 
outreach efforts and seen an uptick in applications, and 52% of federal employees have 
indicated a strong interest in state or local employment.4  

One challenge in placing large numbers of current or former federal employees is in 
the mismatch between the occupations where state and local governments have the 
most vacancies and the policy or technical fields in which federal cuts have taken place. 
For example, positions in emergency dispatch and building inspection may not have 
large numbers of federal counterparts among those who have recently been displaced.

Where responsibilities are more similar, a clearer pathway may exist, with staff 
transitioning more readily from the FBI to other policing agencies or between various 
levels of government IT agencies. Yet even where comparable positions may exist at the 
state or local level, such as in public health, cuts to federal grants may cascade down to 
state and local funding cuts, layoffs, or uncertainty.5

In addition, while federal offices are distributed around the country, local governments 
are widely dispersed around their states, not just in state capitals or major metropolitan 
areas. Attracting job candidates to smaller or rural communities is a challenge no matter 
whether the target audience is former federal workers or others who would be required 
to relocate.

In this survey, only 2% cited outreach to federal workers. However, this strategy is much 
more common among state governments (11%) than local governments (0.3%). Given 
that the timing of the data collection overlapped with the initial waves of federal staffing 
changes, it is possible that state and local governments will continue ramping up such 
recruitment efforts over the coming months.

Outreach to federal 
workers is much more 

common among 
state governments 

(11%) than local 
governments (0.3%).
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Hiring Bonuses

More than half of employers say they are not offering hiring bonuses. Of those that are, 
the most common forms are bonuses targeted to specific positions (29%) or referral 
bonuses paid to existing employees (22%; see Figure 9).

Figure 9: What types of 
bonus policies or other 

incentives were in place in 
2024, no matter when the 

initiative began? (select 
all that apply; n = 353)

General hiring bonuses for all new employees

Recipients of hiring bonuses required to
 repay those bonuses if they stay less than 1 year

Non-hiring bonuses (e.g., paid to existing
 employees for retention/performance reasons)

Bonuses paid to existing employees for referrals
 resulting in new hires

Targeted hiring bonuses (e.g., public safety, health)

No hiring bonuses 56%

29%

22%

13%

13%

4%

To avoid paying bonuses to new hires who might leave as soon as they receive the 
payment, 13% require recipients to repay the bonus if they stay less than a full year.

Of those that do offer hiring bonuses, 78% report a positive impact on recruitment, 
with none offering a negative assessment. Still, only 9% say they are analyzing the cost 
effectiveness of hiring bonuses (see Figures 18 and 21).

Internships, Apprenticeships, and Generational Outreach

No matter what incentives are offered, some job seekers may not even consider 
applying if they have not had any prior exposure to the nature of the work or do not 
yet have the requisite training or experience. As shown in Figure 8, 18% identified 
internships or apprenticeships as being among their successful recruitment tools. 

As for the levels at which students are being brought in, interns are most likely to be 
graduate students (75%) and undergraduates (71%), but high school student interns 
were also reported by 37% of respondents (see Figure 10). 

Outreach to K-12 students is rare (4%; see Figure 8), and is not necessarily focused on 
immediate placement, but it can be an effective way to plant the seed for interest in 
public sector employment down the road.

Figure 10: What levels of 
students are eligible for 

internships offered by 
your government? (select 

all that apply; n = 355) 

Don't know or not applicable

Graduate students

Undergraduate students

High school students 37%

71%

75%

21%
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Apprenticeships entail the building of job-related skills or working toward licensing 
while shadowing current staff in a more rigorous training program.6 In comments shared 
by respondents, they were most often instituted to help develop staff capacity in utilities 
and engineering (each reported by 2% of respondents), while others also mentioned 
skilled trades, information technology, and policing. 

Overall, 8% offered apprenticeships in at least one field, with 6% identifying them as a 
very important priority (see Figure 35).

A higher level of attention appears to be paid to engaging a multi-generational 
workforce, with 60% reporting that they have been very or somewhat successful in 
attracting new generations to the workforce (see Figure 11). By comparison, only 50% 
rated their efforts as being very or somewhat successful in 2023.

This outreach, combined with retired staff being brought back into the workforce (see 
Figure 3 above), can help organizations pass on key institutional knowledge before 
the Baby Boom generation has fully retired. As for the 27% that are unsure about how 
successful their outreach to new generations has been, this may point to a need to 
upgrade their HR information systems (HRIS) data analysis around younger-skewing 
recruitment methods, such college outreach or social media campaigns.

Figure 11: How successful 
have efforts been to recruit 

new generations of workforce 
entrants? (n = 354)

NOTE: Due to rounding, totals may not sum to 
100%, and subtotals cited in the text may vary.

7%

52%

27%

13%

1%

Very successful

Somewhat successful

Not sure

Somewhat unsuccessful

Very unsuccessful

Artificial Intelligence in Recruiting 

Technology can be a great asset in sorting through large datasets, whether those 
are financial records, crime statistics, or job applications. But while the technology 
exists to use artificial intelligence (AI) to review applications or assess the results of 
video interviews, the recruiting challenges of the past few years have left many vacant 
positions with an inadequate number of qualified applicants. 

Consequently, the demand for AI tools in public sector HR is still low (only 4% of 
respondents flagged it in Figure 8). As shortages ease, or as job candidates themselves 
use AI tools to generate large numbers of bot-written and distributed applications, the 
need to use technology tools to manage that volume may increase. 

In the meantime, among those who are using AI in their applicant screening, responses 
to follow-up questions were evenly split as to whether HR staff have received training 
on how to use those tools and whether there are policies to test for potential bias 
within the application review algorithm. As the take-up rate on AI usage in recruitment 
increases, these data will be explored in greater detail.

For a more in-depth discussion on how AI is impacting the public employees, see 
Artificial Intelligence in the Workforce: A Survey of State and Local Employees.

https://research.missionsq.org/content/media/document/2025/4/Artificial_Intelligence_StateLocalEmployees.pdf
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Hard-to-Fill Occupations

Recruitment challenges have been a focus of this survey since its inception. Back 
in 2009, as governments were dealing with the impacts of the Great Recession, no 
positions were considered hard-to-fill by more than 5% of respondents. By 2015, 
engineering, IT, and police were all considered hard-to-fill by 12-15%. By 2022, most 
occupations surveyed were considered problematic.

The data on hard-to-fill positions for this year are shown on Figure 12, reflecting only 
those jurisdictions that recruited for each type of position.

Figure 12: Over the past 
year, what positions, if any, 
has the organization had a 
hard time filling? (n = 318)

Office and administrative support

Library

Human resources

Transportation (including transit)

Building and grounds cleaning and maintenance

Maintenance work/labor

Management (executive level)

Human and social services

Utilities (other than meter reading)

Business and financial operations

Information technology

Planning

Firefighting/emergency medical

Driving/equipment operation (with commercial licenses)

Automotive maintenance

Building permitting and inspections

Health care: Mental health professionals

Skilled trades (all types)

Corrections/jails

Dispatch

Health care: Nursing

Policing

Engineering 71%

66%

66%

60%

57%

56%

53%

51%

51%

48%

41%

40%

40%

38%

36%

35%

35%

35%

33%

30%

23%

13%

12%
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Beyond the more consensus categories, other positions reported via comments 
included solid waste collectors and veterinarians.

The trajectory since 2022 has been in a downward direction, with all positions surveyed 
now considered easier to fill (see Figure 12A). The greatest improvements, as shown at the 
top of the graph, include areas of perennial challenge, such as information technology. 

Figure 12A: Percentage 
Identifying as Hard to Fill, 

2022-2025  
(n = 228, 249, 295, 318)

NOTE: Human resources staffing was not 
included in this question until 2023. Physicians 

were dropped from the question in 2024.)

2025202420232022

0% 30% 60% 90%

Engineering

Management (executive level)

Business and financial operations

Policing

Planning

Automotive maintenance

Human resources

Firefighting/Emergency medical

Dispatch

Skilled trades

Corrections/jails

Health care:
 Mental health professionals

Health care: Nursing

Driving/Equipment operation
 (with commerical licenses)

Office and administrative support

Building permitting and inspections

Utilities: Other

Maintenance work/Labor

Human and social services

Building and grounds cleaning

Information technology

Transportation (including transit)
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Of the occupations surveyed all four years, 13 were considered hard to fill by at least 
60% of respondents in 2022. Only 4 of those are still at or above that threshold, and 
only engineering did not see further improvement in 2025. 

For a range of the hardest-to-fill positions, a follow-up question asks about the 
number of qualified applicants. In 5 of the 7 occupations surveyed, there were fewer 
qualified applicants than there were vacant positions to be filled, but there have been 
improvements here as well (see Figures 13 and 13A).

Figure 13: Number of 
applicants this past 

year compared to the 
number of positions 

available (n = 79-279)

Maintenance workers

Information technology employees

Corrections officers

Skilled trades (all types)

Registered nurses

Police

Engineers 69%

As many or more qualified applicants as available positions

Fewer qualified applicants than available positions

31%

44%

62%

61%

56%

43%

39%

39%

35%

57%

38%

61%

65%

Figure 13A: Percentage 
of positions with fewer 

qualified applicants this 
past year compared to 

the number of positions 
available (2020-2025) 

NOTE: Skilled trades were added to this 
question in 2025 and are thus excluded from 

the multiyear graph.

35%

45%

55%

65%

75%

85%

95%

202520242023202220212020

Corrections officers

Registered nurses

Police officers

Maintenance workers

Information technology employees

Engineers
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The multiyear trends clearly represent an improvement, but for all these positions, 
roughly 40-70% of employers still have difficulty finding a sufficient number of 
qualified candidates.

Where there was a shortage of applicants, 35% of respondents indicated that they were 
at least somewhat frequently required to reopen recruitments, potentially resulting in an 
extended time to hire (see Figure 14). This is down from 52% in 2023.

Figure 14:  In the past 
year, how often did an 
insufficient number of 

qualified applicants 
require recruitments to 
be reopened? (n = 339)

NOTE: Due to rounding, subtotals 
cited in the text may vary. 

10%

24%

51%

11%

4%

Very frequently

Somewhat frequently

Occasionally

Never

Don’t know

A further question to consider is what it means when governments said they were 
receiving non-qualified applicants. Is that because those candidates did not have 
a degree, or under a skill-based model, because they did not have the requisite 
knowledge, skills, or experience? If some of those gaps can be addressed via 
post-hiring up-skilling – whether through training, apprenticeships, mentorship, or 
other methods – that initial qualification threshold might be lowered. Within many 
organizations, leadership development is a key strategy to help all staff grow within the 
organization and forge new pathways to advancement. 

See also the related discussion below regarding Education, Experience, Skills, and 
Other Hiring Process Changes.

Organizational Policy and Culture

Flexible Work Practices

As in prior years, approximately half of all respondents reported policies providing 
for flexible scheduling (e.g., 4 days, 10 hours each), flexible hours, or hybrid work (see 
Figure 15). 

Figure 15: What flexible 
work practices did your 

organization offer for eligible 
positions in 2024? (select 

all that apply; n = 334)

Other

Job sharing within the organization

Regular full-time remote work from outside the metro area or state

Regular full-time remote work

No flexible work practices

Flexible work hours (e.g., around rush hour, personal appointments)

Regular hybrid scheduling (some in-office, some telework)

Flexible schedule (e.g., 4 days, 10 hrs ea.) 56%

54%

47%

23%

13%

7%

4%

1%
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Hybrid and remote work were most commonly reported in larger organizations (see 
Table 3). 

Table 3: Flexible work 
arrangements by number 

of full-time equivalent 
employees (FTEs)

Hybrid work
Regular remote work 

outside the metro 
area or state

No flexible work 
practices

Under 250 FTEs 36% 1% 29%

250-499 FTEs 48% 5% 26%

500-2,499 FTEs 64% 8% 18%

2,500 or more FTEs 75% 17% 8%

Among those with hybrid schedules, 61% have designated shared in-office days (see 
Figure 16).

Figure 16:  Workweek 
(excluding public safety 

staff or on-call personnel) – 
Are there designated in-

office days so that hybrid 
schedules align? (n = 173)

61%

39%

Yes

No

Considering all types of flexible work practices, 67% report a positive impact on 
productivity versus 4% citing a negative impact (see Figure 18).

In 2024, many private and public employers moved to implement return-to-office policies. 
Those changes continue in 2025 and may not be fully reflected here. Some of these were 
for full-time on-site work (e.g., Ohio and Texas), while others implemented phased hybrid 
work, with California, for example, requiring first 2 and later 4 days in the office. 

Although broad policies may call for a return to the office, hybrid work and other 
flexible work practices may continue on an individual, departmental, or government-by-
government basis. 

While only 4% of state and local employers hired new staff in 2025 to work exclusively 
offsite (see Figure 3), as many as 14% had in 2021. This legacy hiring may have been 
driven by a combination of recruitment challenges, COVID-19 response, collective 
bargaining agreements, and other factors like the ability to broaden the staff’s 
geographic footprint or reduce office space needs. With 7% currently reporting that 
they have at least some staff working outside the metro area or the state, it may be 
impractical to bring all those who had been hired in remote-only roles back into a 
central office, at least in the short term.
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Workweek

Some employers have shifted to a workweek that is shorter than 40 hours as an 
additional means of marketing to job candidates. In 2025, 13% of governments reported 
following a shortened schedule, with 42% reporting that it has had a positive impact on 
productivity, compared to 9% reporting a negative impact (see Figures 17 and 18).7

Figure 17:  Workweek 
(excluding public safety 

staff or on-call personnel) 
– Is the workweek shorter 

than 40 hours? (n = 339)

13%

87%

Yes

No

Figure 18:  Select recruitment 
and retention actions (and 

their impacts; n = 33-225)

NOTE: Due to rounding, totals may not 
sum to 100%, and subtotals cited in the 

text may vary. These follow-up questions 
were only asked of those jurisdictions that 

indicated that they had the applicable 
policy in place. Of those, the least common 

was a shorter workweek, for which 33 
provided details on productivity impacts.

Dropping education requirements
 (on quality of applicants)

Dropping education requirements
 (on time to hire)

Shorter work week (on productivity)

Dropping education requirements
 (on diversity of applicants)

Flexible work practices (on productivity)

Dropping education requirements
 (on number of applicants)

Hiring bonuses (on recruitment) 78%

No changePositive impact Negative impact

22%

25%

51%

55%

74%

48%

44%

29%

26%

42%

25%

67%

72%

9%

24%

Education, Experience, Skills, and Other Hiring Process Changes

Part of reevaluating position classifications is determining whether the standards 
that have typically been applied are still relevant. Have the physical job requirements 
been made obsolete by processes becoming automated? And have the educational 
standards that had once been the primary pathway to career readiness been 
supplemented by other pathways, such as non-degree certifications, apprenticeships, 
or equivalent experiences available via the public, private, nonprofit, gig economy, 
or military sectors? This is not to say that degrees or licenses are not still required for 
certain specialized fields, such as in law, health care, and engineering, but in some 
circumstances, a “paper ceiling” may have prevented consideration of otherwise 
qualified candidates.
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With recruitment becoming so challenging since the start of the pandemic, this survey 
has included questions on how education requirements have changed. In 2023, 29% 
of respondents indicated that they had dropped education requirements for at least 
some positions. Looking at cumulative changes since 2021, in the 2024 survey, 50% 
of respondents reported dropping such requirements, and in the 2025 survey, 54% 
reported having done so (see Figure 19).

Figure 19:  Over the 
past four years (since 

2021), approximately 
what percentage of 

authorized positions had 
degree requirements 

dropped? (n = 342)

21%

15%

7%

11%

31%

15%

Less than 1%

1-5%

6-10%

More than 10%

None

Don’t know

Regarding the scale of those changes, in 2024, 8% said their actions impacted more 
than a tenth of all authorized positions. This year, that percentage is 11%. Neither of 
those figures would seem to represent a wholesale change in policy, but just among 
state governments, those making changes impacting more than 10% of positions 
include 25% of respondents in 2024 and 36% of respondents in 2025 (see Table 4).

Table 4: Percentage of 
respondents reporting that 
degree requirements were 

dropped for more than 
a tenth of all authorized 

positions, from 2021 until…

2024 2025

Total respondents 8% 11%

    Local governments 6% 7%

    State governments 25% 36%

Figures 3 and 8 include related statistics on qualifications, with: 

	� 44% updating job specifications for some combination of minimum education/skills/
licensing
	� 18% hiring below minimum qualifications for post-hiring upskilling
	� 9% using skills assessments as an alternative to degree requirements

Switching to skill-based recruitment is not instantaneous. The development of assessment 
tools can be a time-consuming process for each impacted job description, and that could 
act as a limiting factor on speed or success of implementing alternative qualifications.8

Assessment tools aside, changes to degree requirements have led to positive impacts 
on the number of applicants (72%) and diversity of applicants (55%), with mixed results 
on quality of applicants and time to hire (see Figure 18).

Police officer positions have been among the harder occupations to fill, so this 
year’s survey included a question about current education requirements. Just 3% of 
departments require a bachelor’s degree, while 20% require an associate’s degree (see 



20  |   2025 State and Local Government Workforce Survey Results 

Figure 20). This question did not delve further into the details of when such requirements 
were put in place or whether they were recently made more stringent or more flexible. 

Regardless of whether a degree is required, however, higher education remains common 
among public safety staff. In the Research Institute’s study of state and local employees 35 
and under, among those working in public safety, 72% had an associate’s degree or higher.9

Other Organizational Policies

A range of other organizational priorities are explored in questions about what HR data 
the jurisdiction tracks, as well as its policies regarding how recruitments are conducted.

Figure 21 shows data tracking on onboarding, mentorship, and sponsorship programs, 
hiring bonuses, engagement, retention, and turnover, while Figure 22 shows various 
policies that relate to providing impartial review of applicants’ qualifications. 

Compared to 2023, there was an increase in those who report they are tracking new 
hires staying at least a year (by 17 percentage points) and a decrease in those tracking 
the effectiveness of onboarding and mentorship (by 5 percentage points) and the cost 
effectiveness of hiring bonuses (by 7 percentage points).

For a further discussion on the data tracking and policies that touch on diversity, equity, 
and inclusion, see the related sidebar.

Figure 20:  What level of 
education is required for new 

police officers? (n = 210)

NOTE: Due to rounding, totals may not sum to 
100%, and subtotals cited in the text may vary. 

3%

20%

77%

Bachelor’s degree

Associate’s degree

No post-secondary school education requirement

Figure 21: Which of the 
following types of recruitment 

and retention data is your 
organization analyzing? 

(select all that apply; n = 266)

NOTE: This figure indicates whether 
respondents are tracking these measures, not 

the actual rates of such activity. 

None of the above

Don't know

Hiring bonuses: Total cost and effectiveness as a recruiting tool

Effectiveness of onboarding, mentorship, or sponsorship programs

Percentage of employees who feel engaged with the organization

Turnover rates by age, gender, race, or other characteristics

Percentage of new hires who remain at least one year 53%

51%

49%

38%

9%

9%

0%

Figure 22: Which of the 
following recruitment 

policies did your agency 
have in place in 2024? (select 

all that apply; n = 347)

Mandating interviews when considering candidates with disabilities

Providing interview accommodations for neurodiverse
 job candidates

Redacting names or other identifying details from
initial applicant screening

Omitting salary history from application questions 47%

20%

20%

5%
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What are the trends with diversity, equity, and inclusion?

The DEI programs tracked in this survey are centered not 
around treating one group differently from another, but 
rather on attempting to reach the widest possible pipeline 
of job applicants – regardless of race, gender, age, disability, 
LGBTQ+ identification, or other characteristics – and then 
supporting their engagement within the organization so that 
morale and retention are maximized.

Overall, the data could be summed up as follows:

Increased representation

Based on respondents’ assessments of whether their 
workforce is reflective of the community or labor market, 
measures by both gender and race/ethnicity have increased 
since 2021 (see Figure 23).

This may be due to a combination of factors, including 
significant turnover associated with the Great Resignation 
and the retirement of older staff, as well as the wider range 
of methods used to recruit new staff over the past few years 
during a time when there is a more diverse workforce looking 
for employment. It should also be noted, however, that 
representation within the overall organization may not mean 
the same is true of each department or occupation.10

De-prioritization

In 2021, considering issues that were “important” and “somewhat 
important” for their organizations, 66% identified workforce 
diversity, equity, and inclusion as “important.” That total 
dropped to 59% in both 2022 and 2023 (see Table 5).

In 2024, the question was restructured to ask solely about 
“very important” issues. That year, 41% of respondents 
identified workforce DEI as being “very important.” In 2025, 
that total decreased to 28% (see Figure 35 and further 
discussion of Organizational Priorities below). It was one 

of only 3 priorities to chart a significant decrease, along 
with creating a more flexible workplace (-10 percentage 
points) and offering a competitive compensation package 
(-9 percentage points). All three of these changes would 
appear to align with the decrease in difficulty in recruiting for 
new staff, although DEI de-prioritization may also have been 
impacted by changes in federal, state, or local policy or the 
increase in representation.

Table 5: Priority assigned to workforce diversity, equity, 
and inclusion

Important Very Important

2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

66% 59% 59% 41% 28%

NOTE: Through 2023, the question asked about whether an issue was “important” 
or “somewhat important.” Only the data for items identified as “important” 
are shown here. In 2024, the question was simplified to ask only about “very 
important” priorities. As such, the direct comparisons are between 2021-2023 
and 2024-2025.

Policy 

There is a wide array of policies and programs associated 
with workforce DEI, including employee training (provided 
by at least 40% of employers from 2021-2024); incorporating 
diverse representation onto interview panels (47% in 2024); 
encouraging identity expression (e.g., via pronouns, cultural/
religious clothing/hairstyles; supported by at least 20% of 
employers in 2023 and 2024); and redacting names or other 
identifying details from initial applicant screening (up from 6% 
in 2023 to 20% in 2025; see Figure 22). 

Other policies reported this year included omitting salary history 
from application questions (47%) and providing interview 
accommodations for neurodiverse job candidates (20%).

Analysis

As part of the list of recruitment and retention data being tracked 
(see Figure 21), the survey asks about turnover rates by age, 
gender, race, or other characteristics. In 2023, 52% reported 
collecting these data, and in 2025, that remained at 51%.

Among those dropping degree requirements – aside from 
the direct impacts on the number of applicants – 55% also 
reported an increase in the diversity of applicants, compared 
to 44% reporting no impact (see Figure 18).

Regardless of the nationwide trends around DEI, the 
broadening of recruitment outreach can help increase the 
size of the applicant pool, while the tracking of turnover 
data by department and demographics can help employers 
understand whether there are larger issues with organizational 
culture, team dynamics, or potential discrimination.

Figure 23: Is the composition of the workforce 
reflective of the community? (n = 226, 222, 286)

By race/ethnicityBy gender

202520232021

58%
64% 68%

41%

51%

63%
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Retirement, Benefits, and Compensation

Employer-provided retirement benefits are a key motivator for those choosing 
employment in state or local government. Those benefits may include a defined benefit 
pension, a deferred compensation or defined contribution plan, some hybrid between 
the two, or various tiers of benefits depending upon an employee’s job function or 
when they joined the organization. For more on job motivations and benefit offerings, 
see also 35 and Under in the Public Sector: Why Younger Workers Enter and Why They 
Stay (or Don’t) (2023) and Comparisons by Age (2024), as well as Benefits of State and 
Local Government Employees (2022).

In the wake of the recession, several pension plan sponsors made structural changes 
to their offerings.11 Over the past  few years, most have indicated that they have either 
made no changes or have adjusted contribution amounts (see Figures 24 and 25).

Figure 24: Over the past year, 
what changes, if any, has 

your government made to 
the retirement benefits for 
current employees? (select 

all that apply; n = 332)

Replaced a defined benefit with a hybrid plan (combination of a DB and DC plan)

Replaced a defined benefits with a defined contribution plan

Decreased employer contributions to defined contribution plans

Increased pension eligibility requirements

Required a choice between primary defined benefit and defined contribution plan

Reduced/eliminated cost of living adjustments

Decreased pension benefits

Instituted auto-enrollment in supplemental deferred compensation plans

Other

Don't know

Increased employee contribution to retirement plans

Increased employer contribution to retirement plans

None of the above 67%

12%

10%

9%

3%

3%

2%

2%

2%

1%

1%

1%

1%

Figure 25: Over the past 
year, what changes, if any, 

has your government made 
to the retirement benefits 

for new hires? (select all 
that apply; n = 332)

Reduced/eliminated cost of living adjustments

Decreased employer contributions to defined contribution plans

Instituted auto-enrollment in supplemental deferred compensation plans

Required a choice between primary defined benefit and defined contribution plan

Decreased pension benefits

Replaced a defined benefit with a hybrid plan (combination of a DB and DC plan)

Replaced a defined benefits with a defined contribution plan

Other

Increased pension eligibility requirements

Increased employer contribution to retirement plans

Increased employee contribution to retirement plans

Don't know

None of the above 74%

9%

6%

6%

2%

2%

2%

2%

2%

2%

2%

1%

1%

https://research.missionsq.org/posts/workforce/35andunder
https://research.missionsq.org/posts/workforce/35andunder
https://research.missionsq.org/content/media/document/2024/3/U35byAge.pdf
https://research.missionsq.org/posts/workforce/public-sector-benefits-can-offer-a-hiring-and-retention-advantage-during-the-great-resignation
https://research.missionsq.org/posts/workforce/public-sector-benefits-can-offer-a-hiring-and-retention-advantage-during-the-great-resignation
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Regarding health benefits, changes were also uncommon, with 60% saying they had 
made no changes in the past year (see Figure 26). The most common actions were 
to shift more health care costs from employer to employees, such as through higher 
premiums or deductibles. In addition, 7% indicated that they had shifted employees to 
high-deductible plans with a health savings account. This is consistent with responses in 
2022-2024 (5-7%) but lower than in 2019, when 11% indicated such a shift.

Figure 26: Over that past year, 
what changes, if any, has 

your government made to 
the health benefits provided 

to employees or retirees? 
(select all that apply; n = 329)

Implemented wellness programs

Set funds aside to cover future retiree health benefits costs

Shifted from a traditional retiree health care model to a defined contribution
 health care model for current employees

Shifted retirees to high deductible plans with health savings account

Introduced an individual Medicare marketplace approach for retiree healthcare

Increased requirements (e.g., years to vest, age of eligibility)
 for retiree health benefits

Shifted from a traditional retiree health care model to a defined contribution
 health care model for new employees

Eliminated retiree health care

Shifted more health care costs from employer to retirees

Established a health reimbursement arrangement

Implemented chronic care management program

Other

Shifted employees to high deductible plans with health savings account

Don't know

Shifted more health care costs from employer to employees (e.g., higher
 premiums, co-pays, and deductibles)

No changes to health benefits for either active employees or retirees 60%

15%

9%

7%

6%

4%

3%

2%

2%

1%

1%

1%

1%

0%

0%

0%

One addition to health benefits that was widely reported is coverage of medications 
known as GLP-1 agonists, such as Ozempic®, which have been approved for treatment 
of diabetes and are also being used or tested for other conditions. These are covered 
by 70% of employers (see Figure 27).

Considering those retirement or health plan changes, as well as the compensation 
changes shown in Figures 3 and 6, respondents were asked to weigh in on the 
competitiveness of their wages and benefits. Figure 28 indicates that 89% of HR 
managers surveyed feel their benefits are competitive, while 68% feel their wages are. 

Figure 27: Do your 
employee health plan(s) 

include coverage for 
GLP-1 medications? (e.g., 

for diabetes; n = 238)
70%

30%

Yes

No
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This identification of benefits as being the more competitive component of 
compensation is similar to what the Institute has seen from employee views as well. 
For example, in the May 2024 survey on student debt, 74% of public employees felt 
their benefits were competitive, and 58% felt their wages were competitive.12

Figure 28: Do you feel 
the compensation you 
offer your employees 

is competitive with the 
labor market? (n = 329)

NOTE: Due to rounding, totals may not sum to 
100%, and subtotals cited in the text may vary. 

Wages

Benefits 89%

68% 29%

10%

Don’t knowNoYes

Local governments were more likely to see their wages and benefits as being 
competitive (see Table 6).

Table 6: Perceptions 
of compensation and 

importance of competitive 
compensation, by local 
and state government

Wages are  
competitive

Benefits are 
competitive

Competitive compensation 
package is “very important”

Local government 71% 89% 71%

State government 45% 88% 58%

As for whether employees are prepared for retirement, 56% of HR managers feel they 
are (see Figure 29). This represents the second year in a row that those responding “yes” 
were in the majority.

Figure 29: Do you feel your 
employees are prepared 

financially for their 
retirement? (n = 336) 56%

44%

Yes

No

How do employees learn whether their compensation is competitive?

57% of respondents communicate to each employee their total value of compensation, including wages, bonuses, stipends, 
retirement plans, insurance, and other benefits, at least annually (n = 331). 

60% of state and local government employees in the Institute’s 2024 retirement survey indicated that retirement and other 
benefits made them more inclined to remain with their current job.13

Absent such statements, employees might simply compare their hourly wages to those offered by an outside employer, thus 

potentially underestimating the total compensation that their public sector employment provides.
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Ever since the Great Recession, this survey has asked how, if at all, employees’ 
retirement plans have changed. Figures 30 and 30A highlight current responses and 
the trend over time, with the spikes in those of retirement age postponing retirement 
during recessionary times or accelerating their retirement plans in pandemic times 
having equalized over the past few years.

Figure 30: Over the past year, 
what changes, if any, have 

your retirement-eligible 
employees made regarding 

their plans for retirement? 
(select all that apply; n = 337)

NOTE: Since some respondents indicated 
a portion of retirement-eligible employees 

accelerating plans while others were 
postponing plans, the total exceeds 100%.

Don't knowNo changesPostponed their
 retirement date

Accelerated their 
retirement date

27%
24%

18%

38%

Figure 30A: Over the past 
year, what changes, if any, 

have your retirement-eligible 
employees made regarding 

their plans for retirement?  
(Detail, 2009-2025; no survey 

was conducted in 2010)

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

2025202420232022202120202019201820172016201520142013201220112009

Accelerated their retirement date Postponed their retirement

27%

24%

53%

17%12%

44%

If the workforce were evenly distributed by age cohort, each year’s retirements would 
just be one small portion of total turnover. However, with the Baby Boom generation 
representing a significant share of the public workforce and with that group hitting 
“peak 65” in the past year, there is the potential for a “silver tsunami” of retirements. 
Figures 31 shows that just under half reported that the largest wave is still to come, 
while 21% reported that it has already occurred. Another 16% (not shown) indicated that 
they do not anticipate a large wave of retirements within their organizations.

Figure 31: Largest Wave of 
Retirements, 2021-2025

In the next few yearsTaking place nowAlready taken place

9%
17%

21%21%
17% 19%

24%

15%
9%

16%

57%

45% 46%
53%53%

20252024202320222021
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Employee Retention

Despite the importance of retirement and health insurance, employee retention also 
rests on a variety of other benefits and programs to support employees throughout 
their careers and at various life stages. 

In Figure 32, the top retention offerings are mental health/employee assistance 
programs (84%) and employee training and development (in various forms). 

Considerably lower on the list, but important depending on an employee’s circumstances, 
are voluntary benefits, whether employee paid (37%) or employer paid (19%), and 
programs to help with purchasing a home (4%) or pay off a student loan (10%).

Figure 32: Which of the 
following programs does 

your organization currently 
use to encourage employee 

retention and development? 
(select all that apply; n = 334)

None of the above

Financial assistance with home purchases

Leave benefits: Paid time off to attend college classes

Financial assistance with student loan repayment

Fertility benefits

Mentoring/inter-generational engagement

Stay interviews

Voluntary benefits: Employer paid
 (e.g., taxable wellness/lifestyle spending accounts)

Community engagement (support for
 volunteer involvement, matching donations)

Onboarding program (beyond first week orientation)

Leave benefits: Consolidated annual/personal/sick leave

Voluntary benefits: Employee paid (e.g., legal,
 eldercare, pet insurance)

Financial literacy/financial wellness training

Wellness: Reimbursement
 (e.g., gym membership, smoking cessation programs)

Wellness: Stress reduction/exercise/meditation programs

Employee development: Cross-training

Employee satisfaction surveys

Employee development: Career paths/career ladders

Recognition program

Employee development: Leadership development

Leave benefits: Sick leave banking/donations

Employee development: In-house training

Employee development: Funds/reimbursements
 for training/tuition

Exit interviews

Mental health support/Employee assistance programs (EAPs) 84%

77%

73%

70%

63%

56%

53%

43%

43%

40%

39%

39%

37%

37%

37%

28%

22%

19%

13%

10%

10%

10%

5%

4%

1%
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Employee engagement

One way organizations have attempted to build belonging 
among groups that might feel underrepresented in an 
organization has been through employee resource groups. This 
survey first asked about such groups in 2021, at which time 10% 
reported having them. By 2024, that total had increased slightly 
to 13% (see Figure 32A), with state governments three times 
more likely to offer them than local governments.

With DEI being a high-profile topic in 2025, there has been 
attention paid to whether resource groups are exclusively for 
identified populations or are open to everyone. For example, 
if women are underrepresented in technology fields, should 
an employee resource group that helps promote inclusion in 
the field be just for women or should it also include any others 
who might be interested in participating?

Looking at engagement more generally, satisfaction or 
engagement surveys appear to be the most common 

tools used, albeit ones that are more point-in-time, not 
individual or dialogue-focused. These are followed by an 
extended onboarding process, such as with a cohort of newer 
employees continuing to engage over an extended period, 
not just in their first week of employment. Peer exchange and 
manager-and-employee conversations via employee resource 
groups, mentoring programs, and “stay interviews” have been 
less common.

In 2018, mentoring was much more common, with 25% of 
organizations sponsoring such programs. With the pandemic, 
that total dropped to 7% in 2022 and 2023, and while it 
has increased since to 10% in 2025, mentoring has not yet 
reached that prior peak. No matter what form one-on-one 
or group discussions may take, it appears that they have not 
been prioritized in the past few years, and this may represent 
an opportunity for governments to enhance their engagement 
and retention efforts.

Figure 32A: Retention Programs – Employee Engagement Methods (2021-2025)
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Student Debt 

Student debt considerations may be particularly acute for those who are working 
toward qualification for Public Sector Loan Forgiveness (PSLF), as this is an area that 
has been going through a two-year process of major and often conflicting actions from 
the current and prior administrations and the courts. Amid the fluid policy landscape, 
only 29% of employees have received information on PSLF from their employers.14 This 
leaves a potential competitive advantage of public sector employment underdiscussed 
and underappreciated.

Speaking of student debt…

Despite the fact that more than half of public employees either 
have or did have student debt, in many cases, it is  
not discussed. 

Among coworkers, 35% say the topic is never discussed, while 
46% say it has come up, but not a lot (see reference below). 
About 30% feel the topic is too personal. And 56% said their 
employer has never provided them with information about the 
Public Service Loan Forgiveness program.

Although 2024 and 2025 have featured multiple actions and 
counteractions around PSLF from federal administrations and 
the courts, the program still represents a potential source of 
financial relief for employees who devote 10 years to public 
service and regular, loan repayment. Considering that public 
sector employees are more likely to view private sector 
employers as providing more generous student debt support, 
and that private sector employees feel the public sector is 
more generous, more open communication may  
be beneficial.

Aside from the 10% providing direct student debt relief 
(representing 28% of state respondents, 8% of local 
respondents), other programs cited this year include:

	� 73% provide tuition reimbursement

	� 5% provide paid time off to attend college classes

And for those taking a wider view, it may be that support 
for those with student debt can take the form of financial 
wellness education programs (37%) or employer retirement 
plan contributions that match an employee’s student loan 
payments (via the SECURE 2.0 Act).

Whether benefits for students or former students are 
available through local, state, or federal programs, workforce 
development agencies, nonprofits, or other avenues, sharing 
the specifics and the application criteria with employees can 
help to sort through the confusion surrounding complex 
program criteria, build organizational commitment, and 
improve retention.  

For more information on how much public sector workers owe (by occupation) and how that debt 

impacts both employees and employers, see the Research Institute’s Collected Student Debt Research.

https://research.missionsq.org/posts/workforce/collected-student-debt-research


29  |   2025 State and Local Government Workforce Survey Results 

Exit Interviews

Exit interviews are also among the more common strategies (cited by 77%), although 
their timing is intended less to retain the employee who has already announced 
their intention to leave than to understand why they are leaving and address any 
organizational issues to improve the chances of retaining others. The top reasons 
for leaving that employees cited in their exit interviews are shown in Figure 33. Of 
these, compensation was mentioned most often (40%), followed by retirement (36%), 
advancement with another employer (31%), and dissatisfaction with supervisors (30%). 

Those flagging compensation as an issue peaked at 53% in 2023, and that total has 
since dropped by 13 percentage points (see Figure 33A) – a trend that may represent a 
reaction to the increases in salaries that have taken place over the last few years. 

Among other reasons for leaving, those citing dissatisfaction with the organization/
culture increased from 5% in 2021 to 16% in 2025.

Figure 33: In exit interviews 
with departing employees, 

which of the following have 
been cited as among the top 

three reasons for leaving? 
(select no more than 3; n = 249)

Pursuing further education

Desire for more meaningful work or responsibility

Physical/mental health

Workload/burnout

Desire for more remote work

Relocation

Dissatisfaction with the organization/culture

Change of career

Advancement with a private employer

Personal/family priorities

Lack of internal advancement opportunities

Dissatisfaction with supervisors

Advancement with another public employer

Retirement

Compensation not competitive 40%

36%

31%

30%

25%

22%

20%
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7%

4%

2%

1%

Figure 33A: Exit Interviews 
(Detail, 2021-2025)

NOTE: Less common responses and those that 
varied least year-to-year (e.g., dissatisfaction 

with supervisors) are omitted from this graph.
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Paid Family Leave

For the first time since it was added to the survey in 2018, the percentage offering paid 
family leave topped 40% in 2024, reaching a total of 48% of respondents. It remains at 
that level in 2025. 

This year, the survey asked not simply whether family leave was being provided, but how 
many weeks of leave. Of all governments responding, 52% provide no paid family leave, 
while 39% provide 4 weeks or more (see Figure 34). This survey does not attempt to drill 
down further into criteria placed on leave usage, such as whether they apply to adoption, 
fostering, the loss of a pregnancy, or whether mothers and fathers are equally eligible.15

Figure 34: How many weeks 
of paid family leave, if any, 

do you provide? (n = 332)

NOTE: Due to rounding, totals may not sum to 
100%, and subtotals cited in the text may vary. 

52%

9%

19%

5%

14%

0 weeks; we do not provide paid family leave

1-3 weeks

4-6 weeks

7-10 weeks

11 or more weeks

Organizational Priorities

Respondents were asked to identify whether items in a list of common HR issues 
qualified as “very important” to their organization (see Figure 35). 

Figure 35: Which of the 
following workforce issues 

are very important to 
your organization? (select 

all that apply; n = 341)

None of the above

Apprenticeships

Impact of technology: Modifying or eliminating jobs

Impact of technology: Retraining staff

Creating a more flexible workplace (e.g., job sharing,
 outsourcing, hiring retirees)

Employee financial literacy/financial wellness

Agile/flexible organizational structure

Workforce diversity, equity, and inclusion

How to manage workload when current staff is at
 their limit and new staff cannot be hired

Public perception of government workers

Salary compression

Turnover

Mental health in the workplace

Pay equity

Workforce succession planning

Employee development

Employee engagement

Competitive compensation package

Employee morale 71%

70%

62%

62%

50%

47%

42%

41%

36%

32%

32%

28%

22%

17%

17%

16%

9%

6%

4%
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Morale and Competitive Compensation

As in past years, morale and competitive compensation were among the top ranked items.

Compared to 2024, those identifying morale as very important increased by 6 
percentage points (from 65% in 2024), while those identifying a competitive compensation 
package as very important decreased by 9 percentage points (from 79% in 2024). 

Over the longer term, compensation was ranked lower than morale during the post-
recession years, (2012-2014; see Figure 35A). With the pandemic and inflation, 
compensation ranked higher than morale – up until 2025.16 

Figure 35A: Difference 
in Importance between 

Morale and Competitive 
Compensation (2012-2025)
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The recent higher ratings of competitive compensation correspond to both a period of 
post-COVID inflation and to more than half of jurisdictions offering broad-based pay 
increases in both 2023 and 2024. That morale is ranked higher this year and broad-
based pay increases are less common (down slightly to 47% of respondents) may be 
an indication that some of the pent-up demand for pay increases has been addressed. 
That can also be seen in the size of broad-based pay increases (see discussion 
accompanying Figure 6) and in comparing the organizations offering pay increases and 
the perceptions that compensation was competitive (see Figure 36).

Other priorities that saw decreases in 2025 were workforce DEI (down from 41% in 
2024 to 28%; see further discussion following Figure 23) and creating a more flexible 
workplace (down from 27% to 17%).

Figure 36: Percentages 
offering broad-based pay 

increases and perceiving their 
wage compensation to be 
competitive (2016-2025)
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Succession Planning

Succession planning was identified as very important by 50% of respondents, and 39% said 
they are engaged in it in at least some form (see Figure 37). This is a considerable increase 
from the 12% saying that a process was in place in 2024 – likely because this year’s question 
was accompanied by a list of potential components from which they could choose.

However, while a higher percentage with plans in place is a positive, that still leaves 
61% without a succession planning process. And of those, 42% had been among the 
respondents indicating that the largest anticipated number of potential retirements will 
take place over the next few years. This effectively means that they know a problem is on 
the horizon and they are not yet prepared to address it.

Figure 37: Which of the 
following components are 

part of your succession 
planning? (select all 
that apply; n = 323)

Performance metrics to track succession process results

Assessment of stakeholder expectations (e.g., departments,
 public, elected/oversight bodies)

Planning/documentation for institutional knowledge transfer

Development of transition plans for key leadership roles

Leadership development for multiple potential successors

We do not have a formal succession planning process 61%

21%

21%

20%

8%

6%

Other Priorities

Other issues viewed as very important include employee development and 
engagement (62% each), and pay equity and salary compression (47% and 36%). In 
many ways, these priorities interrelate, as changes to the overall compensation structure 
can lead to inequities in pay, such as between various levels on a career ladder. 
Opportunities for training and development can help employees both to progress up 
that ladder and to feel more engaged with the organization.

An agile or flexible organizational culture was listed as very important by 22% of 
respondents.

With the growth of artificial intelligence, there was a slight increase in the share focused 
on the impacts of technology (see Table 7).

Table 7: Percentages rating 
the impact of technology 

as a very important 
issue, as it relates to…

2024 2025

Retraining staff 14% 16%

Modifying or eliminating jobs 7% 9%

For a further discussion on how artificial intelligence is impacting employees, see Artificial 
Intelligence in the Workforce: A Survey of State and Local Government Employees.

Among other priorities not surveyed this year was quiet quitting (or reduced 
productivity among existing staff). In 2024, addressing this was reported as a very 
important priority among 12% of respondents. As with various other questions, this will 
be revisited in future years.

https://research.missionsq.org/content/media/document/2025/4/Artificial_Intelligence_StateLocalEmployees.pdf
https://research.missionsq.org/content/media/document/2025/4/Artificial_Intelligence_StateLocalEmployees.pdf
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Most Successful Initiatives

Finally, respondents were asked an open-ended question about their most successful 
workforce initiatives and what they had achieved as a result. Responses included: 

	� Salary increases

	� Social media and video campaigns

	� Bonuses or pay differentials (e.g., hiring, referral, longevity)

	� Lateral transfer adjustments to starting salary or benefits

	� Pipeline programs to hire interns, apprentices, cadets, or others into full-time positions

	� Flexible work arrangements

	� Paying for training, licensing, or academy programs

	� Applicant tracking systems

Combined approaches were also common:

	� “Several different types of hiring bonuses, from veterans, relocation, lateral transfers, 
and employee referral bonus.”

	� “Engaging with social media. Posts about our participation in the 30x30 program 
increased the number of female officer applicants we had significantly.”17 

	� “Diversification of recruitment methods”

As demonstrated by the wide array of responses in Figure 8, a frequent approach to 
recruiting remains casting as wide a net as possible.

Conclusion

As in 2024, there have been both positive movement on recruitment challenges and 
opportunities for further action that have not yet been widely taken.

	� The list of occupations identified as hard-to-fill is considerably smaller than it was in 2022.

	� Most employers are having success reaching out to new generations of potential 
workers (60%), while 18% are offering internships or apprenticeships to help get 
them onboard.

	� Recruiting efforts that are still only being pursued on a limited basis include outreach 
to K-12 schools (4%) and campaigns built around an appeal to public service (10%), 
even though service, personal satisfaction, and meaningful work are key motivators 
for choosing the public sector.

	� DEI and flexible workplace policies have seen changes over the past year, but they 
remain priorities for some and at least a part of the overall mix of efforts to recruit 
and retain employees.

	� The share of respondents saying that the largest wave of anticipated retirements has 
already taken place is just 21%. More than twice that number (46%) anticipate the 
largest wave of retirements is still ahead.

	� Succession planning is taking place, at least in some form, among 39% of 
respondents. For those that are not yet engaged in it, the large scale of pending 
retirements could create issues in maintaining institutional memory and smooth 
transitions to the next generation of organizational leaders.

Recruitment is less 
challenging, but for 

many, the largest 
wave of retirements 

is still ahead.
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Resources

Collected Student 
Debt Research, 
MissionSquare Research 
Institute, 2024-2025.

Infographic: Public 
Sector Employees’ 
Financial and Retirement 
Security, MissionSquare 
Research Institute, 2024.

35 and Under in the 
Public Sector: Why 
Younger Workers Enter 
and Why They Stay (or 
Don’t), MissionSquare 
Research Institute, 2023. 

35 and Under in the Public 
Sector: Comparisons 
by Age, MissionSquare 
Research Institute, 2024.

Benefits of State and 
Local Government 
Employees, MissionSquare 
Research Institute, 2022.

National Association of 
State Personnel Executives

Public Sector HR 
Association

Positive results are being achieved, whether through changing standards around how job 
qualifications are defined, wider recruitment campaigns, or creative benefits offerings. 
Key to all those outcomes is collecting the data that can demonstrate how effective those 
programs truly are.

In addition, as highlighted throughout, there are a range of strategies being employed 
sparingly, or by some governments but not by others, including reaching out 
to former federal workers, partnering with colleges, appealing to public service 
motivation, or setting up mentoring programs. To the extent that such initiatives are 
practical in a particular location, they may form a roadmap to enhancing recruitment 
and retention efforts.

Endnotes
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1. See Balancing Objectives in Public Employee Post-Retirement Employment, 
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