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W
hile they were in college, Jillian Obermeier 
and Chase Erickson never envisioned 
careers in public service. They had heard all 
the stereotypes: There’s too much red tape. 
There are few opportunities to advance. 

Worst of all, it’s boring.
But today, they both work for the federal government, 

and they admit to being surprised at just how fulfilling their 
jobs are. Obermeier, 26, an HR specialist, and Erickson, 
29, an image scientist, are excited about their daily duties 
at the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency (NGA), 
which analyzes imagery from satellites and other sources at 
its headquarters in Springfield, Va.

A family member who works at the agency encouraged 
Obermeier to apply for a summer internship there. “I wasn’t 
sure that I wanted to work in government, but they told me, 
‘The worst thing that happens is you have a paid job over 
the summer and you decide it’s not for you.’ Then I got here 
and I loved it,” she says. After two summers as an intern, 
Obermeier was hired full time in 2013.

Erickson, who joined the NGA in June 2016, had worked 
with the agency previously as a contractor. Because he grew 
up with Google Maps and GPS navigation devices, he says, 
“it was cool to take technology I was familiar with and now 
use it for my job—obviously in a slightly different way.” As 
a contractor, he had made “a lot of really cool, unique [map-
ping] products” for the agency. He saw how they were being 
used by the NGA “to do some really fantastic things,” and 
he wanted to be a part of it.

Local, state and federal government employers need 
more Millennials like Obermeier and Erickson. A lot more. 
That’s because the workforce is graying and starting to retire 
in big numbers, yet young people seem reluctant to take 
advantage of job openings in the public sector. Only 7 per-
cent of federal workers are Millennials, for example, com-
pared with 23 percent of private-sector workers, according 
to the Washington, D.C.-based nonprofit Partnership for 
Public Service, which works with agencies and other stake-
holders to make government more effective and efficient.

Like their counterparts in private companies, HR pro-
fessionals in government are struggling to attract the best 
young workers. It’s a challenge, but not an insurmountable 
one. After all, government work can provide Millennials 
with many of the things they’re looking for in a profession, 
including meaningful work, a clear mission and even flex-
ible schedules.

A Complex Generation
Millennials have a reputation for being self-absorbed, but 
it’s not as simple as that. And with a head count of about 80 
million, they are far from uniform. Still, surveys show that 
many care deeply about social and political issues but aren’t 
sure how to fulfill their personal and professional ambitions. 
Government service can help meet those needs.

 “I think that Millennials are interested in doing 

Who Are Federal Workers?

81% white 

11% black 

3% Hispanic 

3% Asian 
2% other

AGE

7.1%
under age 30

10.4%
ages 30-34

22.3% 

ages 35-44
33.1%

ages 45-54
27.1%
ages 55+

GENDER

42.7% 57.3%

EDUCATION

RACE AND ETHNICITY

PRIMARY FUNCTION

LOCATION

 41.5%  no college degree

 8.8%  associate degree 

 32.3%  bachelor’s degree 

17.4%  master’s or doctorate degree

68.4% work for defense- and security-related agencies

77% 

Source: Partnership for Public Service.

work outside of the 
Washington, D.C., area


