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How big is the federal workforce?

Much bigger than you think.

A new study on “The True Size of Government,” by Paul C. Light, professor of
public service at New York University, says the government’s “blended”
workforce is 7 to 9 million strong — including contractors and grantees.

Grantees include a range of folks, such as the Ohio State University team that
studied “Swedish massages for rascally rabbits,” as former senator Tom
Coburn (R-Okla.) described in his “Wastebook 2014.”

That example was not in Light's paper, and he does not diminish the work of
anyone serving the government. But Light does raise a serious issue about
the impact of so many non-employees.

‘Although Washington’s blended workforce has an imperative role in the
nation’s success, it may have grown so large and poorly sorted that it has
become a threat to the very liberty it protects,” Light wrote. “With 7 to 9 million
employees, the federal government’s blended workforce may have become
too complicated and codependent to control.”
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“I think we’ve gotten close to it,” he ‘said latel, adding the use of private
security forces by the military as an example.

The threat to liberty, he explained, “comes from the pressure to maintain and
expand missions that are primarily for the benefit of one or more parts of the
blended workforce and not necessarily for the benefit of the public.”

Think private prisons. Commercial prison operators have a financial incentive
to get and keep people locked up, deprived of their liberty.

Tony Reardon, president of the National Treasury Employees Union, pointed
to the IRS mandate to use private debt-collection agencies. “Twice this
program has failed because of high cost and poor quality,” Reardon said, “yet
Congress ignored the history and ordered a third attempt, knowing that highly
trained federal employees are better equipped to collect the debts and
uniquely authorized to provide assistance and options to low-income
taxpayers.”

Broken down, the 9 million included about 2 million employees, 3.7 million
contractors, 1.6 million grant employees, 1.3 million active duty military
personnel and 500,000 Postal Service employees in 2015. The 7 million
excludes the Postal Service, which does not receive congressional
appropriations for its operations, and the military. The grantee and contractor
numbers are estimates based on a Bureau of Economic Analysis model that
considers money spent on projects and the labor needed to produce products.

‘I suspect many taxpayers have no understanding that their tax dollars pay for
3.7 million private sector employees,” Reardon said. “The work of federal
employees, on the other hand, is transparent and accountable.”

An important takeaway is “the study reminds us that the nation depends on a
very large blended workforce that includes many more contract and grant
employees than federal civil servants. It is easy to say the civil service is too
big, but it is only part of the workforce needed to faithfully execute the laws,”
Light said.

“The question is not whether we have too many government employees, but
[do] we have the right blend to deliver the mission at the best price, value, and
performance. ... This means we should be counting all the heads when we
get into debates about cutting workforces.”
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Even if an individual contractor earns less than a comparable federal

émelof &es teknoeneadcoviedomirend mppoiets chdhgs: dedats, thighbsaidotisa
treapBire sidgint &greek Obama “actually shrunk the true size of government
quite dramatically.” From 2010 to 2015, the blended workforce dropped by
Hmetthahe2npiiticre perp| ks Ssoen pen8iveil bohy targil ovelfivea deecvdiing ite ¢he
sbsly suthisteesupplies \érokeméfitantaterials, and other costs of doing
business — enter the equation,” he wrote. “Add overhead to the totals, and
domtrectcemiploydestivasecosthtsyite s radohrastfatieraiven pleyeesdued there
was a ‘dramatic expansion in the federal workforce’ during the Obama
hariSieratibe ptesidepbearsh ghidf eatouibos wé thedPhenerapip doRBubld
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bfénd, titrdvialisyadifonistratiorsdrhasehBtraitiart yaomsted in the internal
resources needed to understand when contractor help is needed, what
eigbtmabresd uesareared giradt anu herw foesirtogisg thoset seougtes to the
effentivelpkBiree saidlUtinth sleltsl fivee aftem whtdtupupEistingitexpayerrdobarts |
als Mg atchieyparfedtiiersiad nedlétsdotivation for contract firms and
grant agencies, as is fair pay for everyone in the blended workforce.”

In Light's view, however, cost is not the only factor.

That raises the debate over the cost of using contractors instead of feds. In a
Séfdiaredndonfodeledhipdisnded Wgnkfage ‘aruh shotkhblegcatd mantphgyidse s
pexfofteancerastadvhsie kverast wkcaskitoadh trdsshd asnapbmidashobdahe
pedzidaghediepiiprides efpddie Said. Rather than pretending that only feds
can do the job or contractors are always less expensive, “what | want to know
is whether the blend is working for the public interest.”

Read more:

Is Trump making the political environment for top civil servants worse?

Hits on federal retirement advance as bill is introduced to fire feds for
‘no cause at all’

Trump’s budget shows feds litt/lﬁke’ ’lque”d’es‘pite pay hike

Q&A for federal workers: Use or lose leave
More from Federal Insider

Federal employees are limited in how much vacation time
they can carry from one year to the next.
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administration’s mistrust of feds

Zinke’s comments have left his staff at the Interior
Department dismayed, on edge and offended.
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