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The Truth-O-Meter Says:

"Federal employees are making twice as much as
their private counterparts."
Scott Brown on Sunday, January 31st, 2010 in an interview with Barbara Walters

In PolitiFact debut, Brown says federal jobs pay
twice as much as private sector jobs

Only 12 days after his upset victory in
Massachusetts, Republican Senator-elect
Scott Brown made his debut on the
Sunday morning talk circuit.

He talked about health care, the war in
Afghanistan and deficit reduction in an
interview with Barbara Walters on the
Jan. 31, 2010 episode of This Week. 

Brown encouraged President Barack Obama to put a freeze on federal position hires and
raises because, "as you know, federal employees are making twice as much as their private
counterparts."

Federal jobs don't exactly have a reputation for bringing in big bucks, so we were curious
about Brown's claim. 

Before we get into his statement, though, it's useful to understand how the government sets
salaries. Trade, craft, and laboring workers are paid according to the Federal Wage System,
which pegs pay to local prevailing rates. 

Salaries for white-collar employees are set under a separate pay system that determines
salaries by comparing government positions to similar jobs in the private sector. Increasingly,
some agencies and departments are using pay schemes that are more closely tied to
performance rather than tenure, according to the Congressional Budget Office, and these
workers are generally paid more.

It turns out that Brown has talked about federal employee pay before. On Jan. 4, before he
was elected, Brown called for a temporary pay freeze for federal workers. 

"I recognize that our federal workers do important work, but it’s not right that lesser-paid
private sector workers suffering through a recession have to pay for expensive government
salaries,” he said, citing numbers from the Cato Institute, a libertarian think-tank. 

In August of 2009, Cato published an analysis of wage statistics from the Bureau of Economic
Analysis, a branch of the U.S. Commerce Department. According to those numbers, the
average wage for 1.9 million federal civilian workers was $79,197, compared to $50,028 for
the nation’s 108 million private-sector workers. (The analysis leaves out combat military
personnel on the theory that there aren't equivalent jobs in the private sector.)

Chris Edwards, the director of tax policy studies at Cato who wrote the analysis, later said it
generated some controversy. Some critics said that the federal workforce is generally more
skilled than, say, people who work in the service industry. So naturally, the average would be
higher. (Edward's acknowledged that was "an important factor to consider," but said the
increase in federal wages has much steeper than the private sector. "Has the composition of
the federal workforce really changed that much in just eight years to justify such a big relative
gain? I doubt it.")

Secondly, some critics argued that an average is not especially useful when comparing private
and public-sector salaries.

John Palguta, vice president of public policy for the Partnership for Public Service, a group that
urges people to work in government, told us that a more useful comparison is to look at
specific jobs in the public and private sectors and see how they compare. For example, he
said, federal doctors and nurses typically do not make as much as they could in private jobs.
We checked a variety of sources for apples-to-apples comparisons and found a variety of
results. 

One study came from the Federal Salary Council, an advisory group of labor relations experts
and representatives of federal employee unions that helps the U.S. Office of Personnel
Management set wage rates. It found that for comparable private and public jobs such as
lawyers, public sector employees are paid on average 26 percent less than private sector
counterparts. 

When we checked individual jobs using the most recent Bureau of Labor Statistics employment
data (from 2008), we found many federal salaries were indeed higher, but some were lower. 

Higher: A government-employed nurse makes about $74,460 on average, while someone in
the same position working for the private sector makes about $65,130. A cashier working for
the government makes on average $34,470 while a cashier working in a store only makes a
mean of $18,880 annually. And a public-relations manager working for the government makes
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about $132,410 a year compared to $101,220 in the private sector.

Lower: Petroleum engineers working for the government earn an average of $93,140; in the
private sector, they make an average of $119,140. An editor working for the government only
makes $42,210, compared to an average of $57,180 in the private sector.

It's worth noting that the BLS's overall average for federal jobs is $68,740 compared to the
private sector average of $42,270, so it reflects the Cato Institute findings.

That brings us back to Brown's original statement, that federal employees make twice as much
"as their private counterparts."

First, even if you look at the average overall, he's exaggerating the difference. The numbers
he cites from the CATO study are not twice as high. Secondly, it's important to understand
that a big reason for the disparity is the different mix of jobs in the federal workforce. It has
more higher-paying white collar jobs, experts told us, while there are more lower-paying,
blue-collar jobs in the private sector that bring the average down. So it is not an apples-to-
apples comparison.

Finally, we found it's a mixed bag when comparing individual private and public sector
occupations -- the "private counterparts" he spoke of. Some public jobs pay more, some pay
less. And the public ones that pay more are not consistently double as he claimed.

So he's wrong to say it's double and wrong to suggest that it's always the case when
comparing specific jobs. We rate his claim False.
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