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Talking Points: General 

 
Who are federal employees? 
 

• As proud public servants, it’s not in federal employees’ nature to brag about the work we 
do. So it’s understandable that many people don’t know all that federal employees’ do on 
America’s behalf. 

 
• Today, more than 84 percent of federal employees work outside the Washington, DC, 

metropolitan area.  
 

• According to the 2012 Federal Salary Council (FSC) annual report, federal workers are paid 
an average of 34.6 percent less than the private sector, an 8.1 percent increase over the 
prior year’s gap. 

 
• Our federal employees ensure that our most basic needs as a society are met – from the 

safety of the food we eat, to the quality of the air we breathe. Some spend their days 
thwarting the spread of infectious disease, while others raise the alarm whenever a storm 
is coming. 

 
During this deficit crisis, shouldn’t federal employees have to make sacrifices, 
too? 
 

• The need to fix the looming U.S. deficit is serious, which is why, from day one, America’s 
federal employees have answered the calls of their fellow Americans for greater 
government accountability and restraint in spending.  

 
• Federal employees’ are doing our part to help reduce the deficit by saving the nation $114 

billion through the three-year freeze on federal employees’ salaries and an increase in 
retirement contributions. 

 
• Despite this agreed-upon prudence, federal employees have repeatedly become the 

scapegoat in a political battle over a budget deficit and an economic crisis we did not 
cause. 

 
What would happen to America’s federal employees if their benefits were 
reduced? 

 
• OVERALL BUDGET CUT REPERCUSSIONS: The federal workforce isn’t the only group of 

Americans who will suffer from unwise budget cuts – the American public at large will feel 
the cuts as well. The important services that we all rely on for our health, security and 
progress will likely be impaired because of gaps and limitations in a weakened federal 
work force.  

 
• FEDERAL EMPLOYEE BENEFITS’ REPERCUSSIONS: Changes to policies that affect federal 

employees also threaten the future of the vital services they perform. Without competitive 
employment packages, our government will struggle to attract the best workers and retain 
the most knowledgeable employees to serve our country. 

 
• During continued tough economic times, we cannot afford to let our country roll backward. 

Instead, we must be austere, yet smart to find a new way forward. This way forward will 
require a strong federal workforce.  
 

• America’s federal employees are part of the solution – not the problem. 
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Talking Points: Benefits at Risk 

 
NARFE is concerned about these proposals: 
 

As Congress continues to find cost offsets for legislation, we are concerned that these 
policies will hurt the government’s ability to retain and recruit the best and the brightest 
to government service:  
 

• Annuity Contribution  
For all the opposition in Washington to tax hikes, the idea of forcing federal workers to pay 
an additional percentage of their paychecks into their retirement is essentially a new tax 
on America’s middle-class. As part of the 2012 payroll-tax holiday and unemployment 
benefits extension deal, federal workers hired on or after January 1, 2013, will pay 2.3 
percent more towards retirement. Workers in the private sector who have defined-benefit 
pensions are not required by employers to contribute toward their retirement. Requiring 
federal workers to pay more without a corresponding benefit increase is both unfair to us, 
and, from a good management perspective, could affect recruitment and retention of 
America’s best workers.  
 

• High-Five vs. High-Three  
The current law bases a federal employee’s retirement on his or her highest three years of 
salary. If the system is changed to use an employee’s highest five years of salary, this will 
significantly reduce a federal retiree’s monthly income. Depending upon whether the 
retiree is in the older Civil Service Retirement System or the newer Federal Employees 
Retirement System, this could amount to cuts of $2,000-$7,000 over the next five years, 
and breaks a promise made to these employees when they were hired. 

 

• Ending FERS Annuity Supplement  
One-third of a FERS employee’s retirement is a Social Security benefit. Under government 
rules, some employees become eligible for retirement prior to age 62, when they can 
begin collecting Social Security. The supplement is the additional annuity FERS retirees 
may receive until they are eligible for the Social Security portion of their retirement 
benefits. Removing the FERS Supplement would reduce the median FERS annuity from 
$720 per month to $425 per month. This proposal goes against promises made. 

 

• Extending the Pay Freeze  
Federal employees have already contributed $99 billion and counting to deficit reduction 
through a three-year pay freeze.  Extending the pay freeze further widens the gap 
between federal workers and their counterparts in the private sector, and we will lose our 
most experienced workers to higher-paying jobs in the private sector.  

 

We are further concerned that as those policies are used for offsets, when Congress 
turns its focus to deficit reduction, the following benefits that federal employees  worked 
hard to earn and that keep the federal workforce strong will be targeted: 
 

• Health Insurance Premiums  
Forcing federal employees, retirees and survivors to pay more and more for health 
insurance premiums will make health insurance unaffordable for many of us.  Under one 
proposal, employees and retirees would see our premium contribution shift from 30 
percent to 43 percent – that’s an increase of $2,850 – by 2020. Retirees are already on a 
fixed income and cannot stretch their budget to pay for this higher share.  

 

• COLAs  
The President’s FY 2014 budget proposal recommended changing the current cost-of-living 
adjustment index to the so-called “Chained CPI.”  The chained CPI does not factor in real 
inflation and does not reflect the disproportionately higher health care costs paid by older 
Americans. This will result in substantially lower COLAs.   
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Talking Points: Private vs. Public Pay 

 
Why do federal employees need these benefits? Aren’t they already paid more 
than their private-sector peers? 
 

• Actually, that’s a common misconception.  
 

o According to the 2012 Federal Salary Council (FSC) annual report, federal 
employees are paid 34.6 percent less than their private-sector counterparts, 
based on data collected by the Bureau of Labor Statistics.  Federal 
employees accept this pay disparity out of a dedication to country. 

 

o The FSC calculation is based on Bureau of Labor Statistics data, which is 
more comprehensive and accurate because it uses a job comparison 
methodology - measuring data from job matches in the public and private 
sector.  The results show a widening pay gap that needs to be addressed, 
especially as federal salary rates have been frozen since January 2010 and 
continue to remain frozen through December 2013, at the earliest. 

 
• A January 2012 report from the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) found that 

when benefits are weighed, America’s most educated and experienced federal 
workers earn about 23 percent less in total compensation than they would if they 
worked in the private sector.  

 

o The report also found that federal workers with less experience and 
education earned slightly more than their counterparts in the private sector.  
It is worth noting that it makes sense that the starting salary of an 
administrative assistant at the CIA, who must undergo a rigorous 
background check, is slightly higher than that of an administrative assistant 
at a top law firm.  

 
• The false claim that federal employees are paid more comes from a study by the 

libertarian Cato Institute. 
 

o Cato alleges “the average federal civilian worker now earns twice as much 
in wages and benefits as the average worker in the U.S. private-sector.”  

 

o The study is skewed, outdated and doesn’t tell the full story. 
 

� SKEWED: When examining federal employees, the Cato study 
surveys both salary and retirement benefits. Meanwhile, when 
examining private-sector jobs, it only surveys salary. 

 
� OUTDATED: The Cato data includes the former Civil Service 

Retirement System that was used prior to 1987. Retirement 
payments to former workers obviously don’t benefit the majority of 
current workers, should not be included in their average total 
compensation and are not similarly accounted for with the private-
sector data. 
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� INCOMPLETE: Unlike the FSC, Cato data glosses over the important 
differences in occupation, skill level, age and education that 
determine salaries in both the public and private sectors: 

 

1. Federal civilian workers are more educated. 44.3 percent of 
federal employees hold bachelor’s degrees, versus just 18.7 
percent in the private sector. 
 

2. The federal government workforce is becoming more professional 
and educated, and has a higher proportion of white-collar jobs. 
Today, less than 10 percent of the federal workforce is blue-collar 
workers. Similarly, 44 percent of the federal workforce consists of 
professionals and managers, compared to only 32 percent in the 
private sector. 
 

3. The average age of employees in the federal workforce is 45, 
while the average age in the private sector is 40; and 
 

4. Federal employees have more on-the-job experience than the 
average private-sector employee, with 60 percent of federal 
employees having served their nation for more than 15 years.  
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Talking Points: NARFE Analysis of CBO Study 
“Comparing The Compensation Of Federal 

And Private-Sector Employees” 
January 2012 

 
The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) published a study comparing the compensation of federal 
and private-sector employees based on data from 2005 to 2010.  It found that, in some cases, 
federal employees are paid more than private-sector employees with similar characteristics.  By 
itself, that simple finding can be misleading. 
 
Study Does Not Support Across-the-Board Cuts in Pay or Benefits 
 
The CBO study finds that for the most highly educated individuals, federal workers have salaries 
that are 23 percent less than, and total compensation that is 18 percent less than, private-sector 
workers with other similar characteristics.  Reducing compensation across-the-board for all 
federal workers, as is being proposed by some members of Congress, would widen this gap even 
further.  This would harm recruitment and retention of the best and brightest employees that the 
nation needs.    
 
Methodology Ignores Important Facts, Includes Irrelevant Factors for Setting Pay  
 
While the CBO study controls for occupation, general education and years of work experience, it 
does not take into account level of job responsibility, specialized training and length of tenure 
with an employer, all of which employers take into account when determining pay.  Federal jobs 
often involve high levels of responsibility and require specialized training or a high-security 
clearance. Also, federal employees often make public service a career. On average, today’s 
federal employees have nearly 15 years of service. 
 
Furthermore, the study controls for certain factors, such as age, race and gender, that, legally, 
are irrelevant for the purposes of determining pay.  The study also only uses data through 2010.  
For the last two years, federal pay scales have been frozen while private-sector wages have 
increased. 
 
When comparing pay for similar jobs (rather than for individuals with similar characteristics), 
nonpartisan Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) data show that federal jobs pay 34 percent less 
than similar private-sector jobs – significantly different than the CBO finding that federal and 
private-sector workers are paid about the same.  Even when including benefits, as CBO does 
when it finds a 16 percent premium for federal workers’ total compensation, BLS data support the 
conclusion that total compensation for federal jobs is less than similar private-sector jobs. 
 
Other Policy Considerations Are Important 
 
Federal policy should reflect public values, such as rewarding hard work adequately.  But if 
federal compensation were based on the claims of the CBO study, it would mean eliminating basic 
health benefits and retirement security for the lowest paid employees.  It would also mean 
providing substantial raises and bonuses for the highest paid federal employees, and eliminating 
the veterans’ hiring preference the federal government provides to reward the men and women 
who served in our military and seek to continue their national service as civilians. 


