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The federal workforce, like the
nation’s workforce as a whole, is
aging, and increasingly large
percentages are becoming eligible to
retire. Eventually baby boomers will
leave the workforce and when they
do, they will leave behind gaps in
leadership, skills, and knowledge due
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analyzed data from OPM’s Central
Personal Data File, interviewed
officials at three agencies with high
proportions of workers eligible to
retire, and identified agencies’
promising practices to hire and
retain older workers.

The proportion of federal employees eligible to retire is growing. While this
proportion varies across agencies, in four agencies—the Agency for
International Development (USAID), the Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD), the Small Business Administration, and the Department
of Transportation—46 percent of the workforce will be eligible to retire by
2012, well above the governmentwide average of 33 percent. While these
eligibility rates suggest that many will retire, the federal government has
historically enjoyed relatively high retention rates, with 40 percent or more of
federal employees remaining in the workforce for at least 5 years after
becoming eligible. Beyond retaining older workers, in fiscal year 2007, federal
agencies hired almost 14,000 new workers who were 55 years of age or older
and brought back about 5,400 federal retirees to address workforce needs.
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broadly disseminate agencydeveloped promising practices.
OPM said that it has tools on its
Web site to assist agencies in
recruiting and retaining talented
workers, including older workers.
Because OPM’s Web site does not
provide information on agencydeveloped practices, this
information is not readily available
governmentwide. GAO continues to
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would be helpful.
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The increasing numbers of retirement-eligible federal workers present
challenges and opportunities. The three agencies we reviewed (HUD, SSA,
and USAID) share common challenges. All have large proportions of
employees nearing retirement, and according to officials, due to past hiring
freezes all have relatively few midlevel staff to help pass down knowledge and
skills to less experienced employees. Officials from all three agencies also told
us that they have difficulty attracting qualified staff with specialized skills. To
address these challenges, the three agencies rely on older workers in different
ways. USAID brings back its knowledgeable and skilled retirees as
contractors to fill short-term job assignments and to help train and develop
the agency’s growing number of newly hired staff. SSA uses complex
statistical models to project potential retirements in mission critical
occupations and uses these data to develop recruitment efforts targeted at a
broad pool of candidates, including older workers. While all three agencies
rely on older workers to pass down knowledge and skills to junior staff, HUD
officials told us this is the primary way they involve older workers, due in part
to the agency’s focus on recruiting entry-level staff. In addition, some federal
agencies have developed practices that other agencies might find useful in
tapping older workers to meet short-term needs. For example, the Department
of State has developed databases to match interested retirees with short-term
assignments requiring particular skills.
To help agencies hire and retain an experienced workforce, OPM provides
guidance, including support tools and training, and has taken steps to address
areas of concern to older workers. For example, OPM has initiated actions to
streamline the federal application process and to eliminate barriers that deter
some federal retirees from returning to federal service or from working parttime at the end of their careers. However, although some federal agencies
have developed strategies that could be used effectively by other agencies to
hire and retain experienced workers to meet workforce needs, this
information is not widely available. And, while OPM has other methods
available—such as its human capital and electronic government practices
Web sites—that could be used to efficiently package and broadly disseminate
this information to a much larger audience, it currently has no plans to do so.
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United States Government Accountability Office
Washington, DC 20548

February 24, 2009
The Honorable Herb Kohl
Chairman
Special Committee on Aging
United States Senate
The Honorable Susan M. Collins
Ranking Member
Senate Committee on Homeland Security
and Governmental Affairs
United States Senate
Like the nation’s workforce as a whole, the proportion of older workers in
the federal workforce is growing, and more and more workers are
becoming eligible to retire. Over the past several years, many have
projected a huge retirement wave as the baby boom generation ages. The
unfolding economic crisis may be changing these dynamics in the near
term as many workers, witnessing declining assets, choose to delay
retirement. It remains unclear when the expected retirement wave will
peak, but over time, more and more of the baby boom generation will
eventually retire. When they do, these older, experienced workers will
leave behind critical gaps in leadership, skills, and institutional knowledge
as fewer workers are equipped to take over. All of this occurs at the same
time the rate of growth for the pool of younger workers has declined—by
2025, overall labor force growth is expected to be only one-fifth of what it
is today, and much less than the expected growth in the number of
retirees. As a result, the federal government and other employers may face
increased competition in hiring skilled workers, and unless they develop
effective retention strategies, employers will need to look more
aggressively for workers with the right skills to meet their needs.
Current employment conditions aside, hiring and retaining older,
experienced workers could be part of a longer-term national strategy to
ensure an adequate workforce as an aging population, coupled with slow
labor growth, poses economic challenges to the nation. Many experts
maintain that older workers offer competitive advantages to employers
because they often possess management and organizational skills that can
be used in a variety of settings, and they bring to the job knowledge,
experience, and productive work habits. In addition, today’s older workers
are better educated and healthier and are expected to live longer than
previous generations. As the nation’s largest employer, the federal
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government is well positioned to serve as a role model for other
employers. As with private sector employers, efforts directed at recruiting,
engaging, and retaining a diverse workforce, including older workers, may
serve to make the federal government a more competitive and productive
employer overall.
Given the issues confronting the nation’s employers as they seek to
maintain competitiveness in the face of anticipated worker shortages, you
asked us to examine how the federal government is tapping older workers
as a means to respond to some of the same workforce challenges. Our
report builds on our earlier testimony before your committee1 and
addresses the following: (1) the age and retirement eligibility trends of the
current federal workforce and the extent to which federal agencies are
hiring and retaining older workers; (2) the workforce challenges that
federal agencies face, and the strategies they use to recruit and retain
older workers to help meet these challenges; and (3) the actions that the
Office of Personnel Management (OPM) is taking to help agencies hire and
retain an experienced skilled workforce in its role as the federal
government’s human capital manager.
To report governmentwide demographic trends, we analyzed information
on the 24 Chief Financial Officer Act (CFO) agencies2 from OPM’s human
resource reporting system, the Central Personnel Data File (CPDF). Based
on previous work, we have determined that the CPDF is sufficiently
reliable for the informational purposes of this report. We also used CPDF
data to determine the extent to which agencies are using some
governmentwide flexibilities3 to hire and retain older workers.4 In this
report, we defined older workers as those who are aged 55 or older. To
report on how some federal agencies are addressing their workforce
challenges, we conducted in-depth reviews of three agencies—the

1

See GAO, Older Workers: Federal Agencies Face Challenges, but Have Opportunities to
Hire and Retain Experienced Employees, GAO-08-630T (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 30, 2008).
2

The Chief Financial Officers Act of 1990, or CFO Act, was passed to improve the
government’s financial management. Among other measures, the act created the position of
chief financial officer for each of 24 federal departments and agencies.
3
In broad terms, human capital flexibilities represent the policies and practices that an
agency has the authority to implement in managing its workforce to accomplish its mission
and achieve its goals.
4

Throughout this report, when we refer to the federal workforce, we mean the career
federal employees in the 24 CFO agencies.
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Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), the Social
Security Administration (SSA), and the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID). We chose these agencies because
they were among the agencies for which the proportion of their workers
who are eligible to retire within the next 5 years exceeds the
governmentwide average of 33 percent. We also reviewed studies and
conducted interviews with experts in the area of retirement5 and various
agency officials to identify additional approaches other agencies have
developed to hire and retain older workers.6 We selected promising
approaches based on a literature review and the recommendations of
experts and OPM officials. To report on OPM’s activities and challenges,
we augmented information obtained from our reviews of three agencies by
interviewing various officials at OPM and reviewing relevant documents.
For a complete description of our scope and methodology, see appendix I.
We conducted this performance audit from April 2008 to January 2009 in
accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. Those
standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient,
appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and
conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that the evidence
we obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions.

Results in Brief

Across the federal government, about one-third of federal workers will be
eligible to retire by 2012, although most federal employees do not retire
immediately upon becoming eligible. The proportion of workers eligible to
retire varies across agencies, but according to OPM’s data, 46 percent of
the workforce at several agencies—HUD, the Department of
Transportation (Transportation), the Small Business Administration
(SBA), and USAID—are eligible to retire by 2012, well above the
governmentwide average of 33 percent. Many of these workers are in
executive and supervisory positions, as well as occupations considered
critical to agencies’ missions, including air traffic controllers and
administrative law judges. By 2012, nearly two-thirds of career executives
and almost half of other supervisors across the federal government will be
eligible to retire. In the current economic situation, projections of how
many federal workers will actually retire upon becoming eligible remain

5

These experts included members of university-based retirement research centers, AARP,
Partnership for Public Service, the Merit Systems Protection Board, and IBM International.
6

These agencies include the Departments of Agriculture, State, Treasury, the
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC).
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unclear, but historically, the majority of federal workers stay well past
their initial retirement eligibility date. Of the federal workers who first
became eligible to retire between 1997 and 2002, at least 40 percent were
still in the federal workforce 5 years later. Beyond retaining older workers
in fiscal year 2007, federal agencies hired almost 14,000 new workers who
were 55 years of age or older and brought back about 5,400 federal retirees
to address workforce needs.
The proportion of federal workers who are eligible to retire now or in the
near future presents challenges and opportunities for federal agencies.
The three agencies we reviewed—HUD, SSA, and USAID—face common
workforce challenges. For example, all have large proportions of their
workforces eligible to retire soon, and officials believe that many of the
retiring employees will leave gaps in institutional knowledge and technical
skills. In addition, officials from all three agencies told us that as a result
of past budget cuts and hiring freezes, they have relatively few midlevel
career staff in their agencies to help pass down institutional knowledge
and skills to less experienced employees. Finally, they are all challenged in
their efforts to attract qualified staff with specialized skills that are either
uncommon or in high demand. To address their challenges, HUD, SSA, and
USAID rely on older workers in different ways and use selected
governmentwide human capital flexibilities in addition to their own
strategies to tap older workers to help meet their workforce needs. USAID
officials, for example, told us that USAID tends to bring back its retirees,
many of whom have specialized knowledge and skills, as contractors to fill
short-term job assignments and to help train and develop the agency’s
growing number of newly hired staff. SSA has been using complex
statistical models for the past several years to project potential
retirements in mission-critical occupations and uses these data to develop
targeted recruitment efforts that reach out to a broad pool of candidates,
including older workers. While all three agencies rely on older workers to
pass down institutional knowledge and critical skills to less experienced
employees, HUD officials told us this is the primary way they involve older
workers mainly because HUD’s human capital efforts focus largely on
recruiting and hiring entry-level staff, not on hiring or retaining older
workers. Beyond these three case study agencies, we found that other
federal agencies have developed practices they consider promising in
hiring older workers and federal annuitants to meet short-term needs. For
example, the Department of State (State) has developed databases to
match interested retirees with short-term assignments requiring particular
skills. State officials told us that in 2004, they used these databases to
quickly identify experienced workers and retirees to help with tsunami
relief efforts. In addition, EPA designed a program that places older
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workers in administrative and technical positions through cooperative
agreements with nonprofit firms. EPA uses this as an alternative staffing
mechanism to hiring older workers as federal employees or bringing back
retirees.
As the government’s human capital leader, OPM provides a range of
assistance, including developing guidance, planning tools, and legislative
proposals, to support federal human capital efforts, but it could do more
to help agencies involve older workers in meeting workforce needs. For
example, OPM developed a resource tool called Career Patterns to help
federal agencies better advertise job openings and broaden the pool of
potential employees, and it has widely disseminated this tool through its
Web site, briefings, and training sessions. In addition, OPM has taken
action that addresses three areas of special concern to older workers. It
has begun to re-engineer the job application process that in the past has
frustrated job applicants, particularly older workers. OPM has also
submitted two legislative proposals directly aimed at older workers. One
proposal would make it easier for federal agencies to rehire annuitants
without reducing their salaries by the amount of their annuities. The other
would address an inequity in the way federal annuities are calculated for
some federal workers who work part-time at the end of their careers.
Despite these efforts, OPM could do more to facilitate information sharing
between federal agencies. While some federal agencies have developed
promising practices that could be adopted by other agencies, information
on these practices is not widely available. And, while OPM has several
methods available—such as its human capital and electronic government
practices Web sites—that could be used to efficiently and
comprehensively package and broadly disseminate this information to a
much larger and diversified audience, it currently has no plans to do so.
To help agencies hire and retain a skilled workforce, including older
workers, we recommend that the Director of OPM take steps to broadly
share information across the federal government about agency-developed
promising practices. In its comments, OPM said that the agency already
has tools available on its Web site to assist federal agencies in attracting,
recruiting, and retaining talented workers, including older workers. We
acknowledge OPM’s efforts, but we also note that its Web site does not
provide information on agency-developed promising practices and,
therefore, this information is not readily available throughout the federal
government. We continue to believe that broad-based sharing of
alternative approaches for recruiting and retaining talented workers is
needed. Both HUD and SSA agreed that this information would be helpful.
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Background

The percentage of older workers in the total workforce—those aged 55
and older—is growing faster than that of any other age group, and they are
expected to live longer than past generations. Labor force participation for
this cohort has grown from about 31 percent in 1998 to 38 percent in 2007.
In contrast, labor force participation of workers under the age of 55 has
declined slightly (see fig. 1).
Figure 1: Percent of People in Specific Age Groups Who Are in the Labor Force
Percentage
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Source: GAO analysis of United States Bureau of Labor Statistics data.

Many factors influence workers’ retirement and employment decisions,
including retirement eligibility rules and benefits, an individual’s health
status and occupation, the availability of health insurance, personal
preference, personal wealth, and the employment status of a spouse. The
availability of suitable employment, including part-time work or flexible
work arrangements, may also affect the retirement and employment
choices of older workers.7 In addition, under current law, many federal

7

For more information, see GAO, Redefining Retirement: Options for Older Americans,
GAO-05-620T (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 27, 2005).
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retirees face a financial disincentive if they decide to return to the federal
workforce— their salaries would be reduced by the amount of their
annuities.
In the late 1980s, the federal government phased in a new retirement
system, replacing the Civil Service Retirement System (CSRS), a defined
benefit plan, with the Federal Employees Retirement System (FERS),
which combines a defined benefit plan with Social Security and a defined
contribution plan. Under CSRS, a worker can retire with full benefits at
age 55 with 30 years of service and at older ages with fewer years of
service. Under FERS, workers can receive their full annuity at age 60 with
20 years of service. But, because of Social Security rules, workers under
FERS do not receive full Social Security benefits until they are 65 or older;
the specific age at which workers receive their full Social Security benefits
depends on their date of birth. In addition, because the Thrift Savings Plan
is an important part of a retiree’s income under FERS, balances in an
individual’s Thrift Savings Plan also may help dictate when an individual
chooses to retire. While we do not know the total effect of this shift in
retirement plans on retirement decisions, it is possible older workers
under FERS will work longer than their CSRS colleagues in order to
increase their retirement earnings.
As the government’s human capital leader, OPM is responsible for helping
agencies develop their human capital management systems and holding
them accountable for effective human capital management practices. For
example, one such practice is strategic human capital planning, which
addresses two critical needs: (1) aligning an organization’s human capital
program with its current and emerging mission and programmatic goals
and (2) developing long-term strategies for acquiring, developing, and
retaining staff to achieve these goals. In developing these strategies, we
have reported that leading organizations go beyond a succession-hiring
approach that focuses on simply replacing individuals. Rather, they engage
in broad, integrated succession planning and management efforts directed
at strengthening both current and future organizational capacity.8 In
implementing its personnel policies, federal agencies are required to
uphold federal merit system principles in recruiting, engaging, and
retaining employees. Among other provisions, the merit system principles
require agencies to recruit and select candidates based on fair and open

8

GAO, Human Capital: Succession Planning and Management Is Critical Driver of
Organizational Transformation, GAO-04-127T (Washington, D.C.: Oct. 1, 2003).
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competition, as well as treat employees fairly and equitably. Federal
agencies can recruit skilled or experienced workers, many of whom tend
to be older, to fill full- or part-time career positions requiring
demonstrated expertise.
OPM is also responsible for providing guidance and information about
federal governmentwide hiring and retention authorities and flexibilities to
agencies to help them address workforce challenges. In some cases,
agencies can use options as they choose without prior approval from
OPM. For example, federal agencies can engage workers, including older
workers, as consultants to meet temporary or intermittent needs or
contract with individuals or organizations to obtain needed skills. In other
cases, OPM serves as the gatekeeper by approving or disapproving an
agency’s request to use particular options (see table 1). Of these options,
only one, rehiring annuitants without reducing their salaries, exclusively
affects older workers. OPM is also responsible for administering
retirement, health benefits, and other insurance services to civil service
government employees, annuitants, and beneficiaries. It also develops
regulations when Congress makes new options available to federal
employees and often advocates for new legislation.
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Table 1: Governmentwide Options to Facilitate Hiring and Retention
Strategy
Hiring authorities

Flexible schedules
and workplaces

Authority of agencies with the approval from
OPM or Office of Management and Budget
Authority of agencies
•
Hire individuals for temporary, short-term
•
Obtain dual compensation waivers from OPM
assignments.
to fill positions with annuitants on a temporary
basis without reducing salaries by amount of
•
Use commercial and nonprofit firms to recruit
annuities. Agencies can request waivers on a
candidates.
case-by-case basis for positions that are
•
Hire consultants for temporary or intermittent
extremely hard to fill, for emergencies, or for
employment.
other unusual situations or request a delegation
•
Contract with individuals or organizations for
of such authority from OPM.
services.
•
Hire individuals on the spot without competition.
•
Hire annuitants on a temporary basis to fill positions,
May be used in circumstances where (1) public
providing salaries are offset by the amount of the
notice has been given and (2) OPM determined
annuity that is received.
there is a severe shortage of candidates or a
critical hiring need.
•
Hire retired annuitants to fill acquisition positions on
a temporary basis without having to reduce their
salaries. Although OPM approval is not needed,
agencies are required to notify and submit hiring
plans to OPM.
•
Provide enhanced annual leave to employees based
on their relevant experience in the private sector.
•
Hire certain veterans without competition to fill
positions up to the GS-11 level or disabled veterans
at any level.
•

•

•

•

Allow employees to work on a part-time basis. Parttime work at the end of a career—also known as
phased retirement—will result in a lower retirement
annuity and will affect other benefits. Such part-time
service will have a particular effect on workers with
full time CSRS service prior to April 1986.
Allow full-time or part-time employees to determine
the hours they begin and end their workday within
certain established parameters.
Allow full-time or part-time employees to modify and
compress the typical work schedule of 5 8- hour
days per week by, for example, working 4 10-hour
days.
Allow employees to work from alternative work sites,
such as their home or elsewhere outside the
traditional office.
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Strategy
Compensation
flexibilities

Authority of agencies with the approval from
OPM or Office of Management and Budget
Authority of agencies
•
Provide recruitment, relocation, and retention
•
Raise the pay rate of critical positions in an
incentives.
agency. This requires OPM approval after
consultation with OMB.
•
Set rate of basic pay above the minimum pay rate of
appropriate GS grade upon appointment of
•
Provide special rates, premium pay, and other
candidate with superior qualifications or for whose
compensation flexibilities to recruit and retain
services the agency has a special need.
specified health care employees, under an
agreement with OMB.
•
Set the rate of basic pay upon re-employment,
transfer, reassignment, promotion, demotion, or
•
Provide certain physicians all owances of up to
change in type of appointment of an employee by
$30,000 per year, with OMB approval.
taking into account employee’s previous rate of pay
in another civilian federal position.
Source: GAO analysis of OPM data.

We and others have highlighted the need to hire and retain older workers
to address the challenges associated with an aging workforce. In so doing,
we have called upon the federal government to assume a leadership role in
developing strategies to recruit and retain older workers. At our
recommendation, the Department of Labor (Labor) convened a task force
composed of senior representatives from nine federal agencies9 and issued
its first report in February 2008.10 The report provides information on
strategies to support the employment of older workers, strategies for
businesses to leverage the skills of an aging labor pool, individual
opportunities for employment of older workers, and legal and regulatory
issues associated with work and retirement. In March 2008, the task force
formed work groups for each strategy that continue to meet and develop
implementation plans, and in June, OPM joined the task force and two of
the work groups. While the task force’s focus is the private sector, some of
the strategies it identified are relevant for federal agencies as well—for
example, providing flexible work arrangements and customized
employment options that include alternative work schedules and part-time
work.

9

These agencies were the Departments of Commerce, Education, Health and Human
Services, Labor, Transportation, and the Treasury; the Equal Opportunity Commission;
SMA; and SSA.

10

Department of Labor, Report of the Taskforce on the Aging of the American Workforce,
(Washington, D.C., February 2008).
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The Proportion of
Federal Employees
Eligible to Retire Is
Growing

Across the federal government, the proportion of older and retirementeligible workers is growing. About one-third of federal workers will be
eligible to retire by 2012, although most federal employees do not retire
immediately upon becoming eligible. The percentage of federal workers
nearing retirement eligibility varies across federal agencies. For example,
within 5 years, 20 percent of employees at the Department of Homeland
Security (DHS) will be able to retire, while 46 percent of employees at
HUD and Transportation will be eligible. Governmentwide, the proportion
of senior executives and supervisors eligible to retire by 2012 exceeds the
overall average, with 64 percent of senior executives and 45 percent of
supervisors eligible to retire within 5 years. In the current economic
situation, projections of how many federal workers will actually retire
remain unclear, but historically, the majority of federal workers stay well
past their initial retirement eligibility date. Of the federal workers who first
became eligible to retire between 1997 and 2002, at least 40 percent were
still in the federal workforce 5 years later. Beyond retaining their current
federal workforce, federal agencies’ efforts to bring in additional older
workers to help meet workforce needs currently focus more on hiring
them as new employees than on bringing back federal retirees. In 2007,
federal agencies hired almost 14,000 new workers aged 55 and older. In
comparison, in 2007, federal agencies tapped 5,364 rehired annuitants for
service.

The Proportion of Older
and Retirement-Eligible
Workers Is Growing but
Varies Widely Across
Federal Agencies

The average age of federal workers is inching up, and older workers, many
of whom have passed their retirement eligibility age, now comprise a
larger proportion of the federal workforce than in the past. Based upon
OPM’s data for 2007,11 the last year for which data are available, the
average age of federal workers is now about 48, somewhat older than in
1998, when the average age of federal workers was about 45. Similarly, the
proportion of federal workers aged 55 or older has also increased to about
24 percent, up from about 20 percent in 1998. However, the proportion of
older workers varies widely across federal agencies. For example, in fiscal
year 2007, the percentage of career federal employees in the 24 CFO
agencies aged 55 or older ranged from about 9 percent at the Department
of Justice (Justice) to about 37 percent at HUD and SBA (see fig. 2).

11

When we use the term “OPM’s data,” we are referring to data supplied to OPM by the 24
CFO agencies and reported by OPM in the CPDF.
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Figure 2: Age Distribution of Career Federal Employees at CFO Agencies in Fiscal Year 2007
Percentage
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Source: GAO analysis of CPDF data as of September 2007.

Note: Except for State, data include foreign service employees. State discontinued reporting this
information to the CPDF in fiscal year 2006.

Similarly, the proportion of federal workers eligible or nearly eligible to
retire is increasing and varies across federal agencies. Thirty-three percent
of federal career employees in the workforce at the end of fiscal year 2007
will be eligible to retire by 2012. This is an increase from 10 years earlier
when about 20 percent of federal career employees in the workforce at the
end of fiscal year 1997 were projected to be eligible to retire by 2002. The
effects of retirement will likely differ across agencies, as many workers
projected to be eligible to retire by 2012 are concentrated within certain
agencies. These proportions range from a high of 46 percent at four
agencies—HUD, SBA, Transportation, and USAID—to a low of 20 percent
at DHS (see fig. 3).
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Figure 3: Percent of Career Employees at CFO Agencies Eligible to Retire by Fiscal Year 2012
Percentage
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Source: GAO analysis of CPDF data as of September 2007.

Notes: Except for State, data include foreign service employees. State discontinued reporting this
information to the CPDF in fiscal year 2006.
These data on retirement eligibility reflect the workforce as of the end of fiscal year 2007 and do not
include actual or projected staff hiring or attrition at CFO agencies between 2007 and 2012. Some
workforce turnover is common at federal agencies; however, in some cases more staff are leaving the
agency than are being hired.

Within agencies, the estimated proportion of workers eligible to retire also
varies at the component level—that is, by bureau or unit. Thus, even those
agencies that have relatively low overall percentages of retirement-eligible
employees may have components that have higher percentages of
retirement-eligible staff. This, in turn, could affect the accomplishment of
mission tasks and strategic goals for agency components and for the
agency as a whole. For example, although the Department of Homeland
Security (DHS) has a low proportion—20 percent—of workers eligible to
retire by 2012, the proportion of workers eligible to retire now or by 2012
in its Federal Emergency Management Agency is currently about 33
percent, and agency projections indicate that about 58 percent of the
senior executives in this agency will be eligible to retire by 2012.
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Certain occupations have particularly high proportions of workers eligible
to retire by 2012. Fifty percent or more of workers in 24 occupations that
have 500 or more staff are eligible to retire by 2012. Several of these
occupations, such as air traffic controllers, customs and border agents,
and administrative law judges, are considered mission critical. In addition,
federal law requires mandatory retirement at specified ages for some
occupations, such as air traffic controllers who must retire at age 56 (see
fig. 4).

Figure 4: Certain Occupations with High Eligibility Retirement Rates at CFO Agencies by Fiscal Year 2012
Percentage
100
90

85

80
70

68
63

60

60

58

57

56

56

55

54

54

54

54

53

52

50

52

52

51

51

51

51

51

51

50

40
30
20
10

Co

rre

Ad
mi
nis
cti
l tra
on aw j tive
ud
a
ge
ad l ins
mi titu
n
Ind
ist tion
rat
us
tri
ion
al
sp
Co
ec
ial
ns
ist
tru
cti
on
co
ntr
Ai
ol
rt
raf
fic
co
ntr
Ge
ol
ne
ral
C
op m
ha
era ain
pla
in
tio ten
ns an
wo ce
rk an
fam d
ily
Ca
He
rp
ari
en
ng
ter
sa
nd
Bo
ap
pe
ile
als
rp
lan
to
pe
rat
or
Ap
pr
ais
Cr
ing
an
eo
pe
rat
ing
D
sto istri
rag but
L
ibr
e m ion
ari
an
an fac
ag ilit
em ies
en an
Fa
ts d
cil
eri
ity
e
op
era s
se tions
r vi
ce
s
Ge
olo
He
gy
alt
Cu adm h sy
s
i
s
n
pro tom
ist tem
ra
tec s
tio and tion
ni
nte bord
rdi er
cti
on
Pa
ck
ing
En
gin
tec eer
hn ing
Pr
op
ici
an
ert
yd
isp
Me
os
al
teo
rol
Ind
o
us
t
g
e
tri
ch ica
al
en nicia l
En
g in
n
gin
tec eeri
ee
hn ng
rin
ici
ge
an
qu
ip
op me
era nt
tin
g

0

Occupations

Governmentwide Average = 33%
Source: GAO analysis of CPDF data as of September 2007.

Note: Except for State, data may include foreign service employees.

Moreover, the proportion of federal executives and supervisors who will
reach retirement eligibility exceeds that of the overall proportion of
federal employees. Of the approximately 7,200 career executives in the
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federal workforce at the end of fiscal year 2007, 41 percent were eligible to
retire in 2008 and 64 percent will be eligible by 2012.12 For supervisors who
are not career executives, 25 percent were eligible to retire in 2008, and 45
percent are projected to be eligible by 2012. In comparison, 17 percent of
all federal workers were eligible to retire in 2008 and 31 percent are
projected to be eligible by 2012.

Many Federal Workers
Stay Well Past Their Initial
Retirement Eligibility, and
Agencies’ Efforts to Bring
in Older Workers Have
Focused More on Hiring
New Workers Than on
Rehiring Annuitants

Agencies have a variety of options to tap older, experienced workers to fill
workforce needs, including retaining workers past initial retirement
eligibility, hiring new older workers, and bringing back retired federal
annuitants. Although no data are available on the effects of specific
retention strategies, most federal workers do not retire immediately upon
being eligible, according to OPM’s data, and many stay in the federal
workforce more than 5 years past their initial retirement eligibility date. Of
the more than 31,000 workers who became eligible to retire in 1997, only
about 20 percent retired within the first year and over 40 percent were still
in the federal workforce after 5 years. These retention trends have
remained relatively stable since 1997 (see fig. 5);13 the current economic
situation may result in even higher retention rates.

12

Data are as of the end of fiscal year 2007, the most recent data available.

13

For information on retirement trends of federal workers who were first eligible to retire
between 1988 and 1997, see GAO, Federal Employee Retirements: Expected Increase Over
the Next 5 Years Illustrates Need for Workforce Planning, GAO-01-509 (Washington, D.C.:
Apr. 27, 2001).
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Figure 5: Percent of Federal Workers in CFO Agencies Who Actually Retired within
5 Years of First Becoming Eligible
Percentage
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Notes: Each column represents the aggregate percentage of that year’s workers who first became
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extent that data are available. For example, the top striped block in columns–retirements in the fifth
year–represents the percentage of federal employees who retire within the fifth year after the year
they become eligible to retire.
Except for State, data include foreign service employees. State discontinued reporting this
information to the CPDF in fiscal year 2006.

Beyond retaining workers, when agencies bring in older workers to help
fill skill gaps, their efforts have focused more on hiring them as new
employees than on bringing back federal retirees as rehired annuitants. In
2007, federal agencies hired almost 14,000 new workers that were 55 years
of age or older, and the percentage of newly hired federal workers aged 55
and older has more than doubled in recent years, up from 3.4 percent in
1995 to 7.8 percent in 2007. In addition, the average age of workers at the
time of their appointments to full-time, permanent federal service has
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increased over that same time period from an average age of about 35 in
1995 to slightly over 37 in 2007. OPM officials attribute this change to
increases in the level of education, skills, and experience that are required
for many federal jobs.
While the overall proportion of older workers aged 55 and over who are
newly hired into federal service is increasing, this proportion varies across
CFO agencies. The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) and
OPM hired the largest proportions of older workers—about 20 percent—
while Justice, EPA, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA), and SSA hired the smallest proportion—ranging from about 3 to 5
percent (see fig. 6).
Figure 6: Age Distribution of Career Federal Employees Newly Hired by CFO Agencies in Fiscal Year 2007
Percentage
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Note: Except for State, data include foreign service employees. State discontinued reporting this
information to the CPDF in fiscal year 2006.
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Although the proportion of retired federal workers brought back by CFO
agencies as re-employed federal annuitants is quite small—less than 1
percent of all federal employees—their numbers total 5,364 and vary from
over 2,000 at the Department of Defense (Defense) to none at the
Department of Education (Education).14 Thirty-nine percent of the rehired
federal annuitants return to federal employment despite statutory
requirements that their salaries be reduced by the amount of their
annuities. However, in some cases, retirees may be rehired without having
their salaries reduced if OPM delegates the agency waiver authority or
grants the agency waivers in specific cases.15 Based on CDPF data, three
federal entities which have been granted special waiver authority by
statute—Defense, NRC, and the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center
of DHS—have all increased the number of retired annuitants they rehire.16
For example, the number of rehired retirees with no salary reductions at
Defense has increased from 282 in fiscal year 2004 (the year the authority
was granted)17 to 838 in fiscal year 2005, and has continued to increase to
1,931 in 2007. While the overall numbers are smaller, the experience of two
other agencies that had been granted this authority was similar.18 The
number of rehired retirees with no salary reductions at NRC increased
from 43 in Fiscal Year 2006, when the authority was implemented, to 85 in
Fiscal Year 2007.19 The number of rehired retirees without salary
reductions at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center, now in DHS,

14

Rehired annuitants comprise more than 1 percent of the workforce of only one CFO
agency. In that agency, NRC, rehired annuitants comprise 2.5 percent of its workforce.
15

OPM may waive the requirement that the salary of re-employed annuitants be reduced by
the amount of their annuity on a case-by-case basis for positions that the agency has
exceptional difficulty filling, for necessary temporary employment due to an emergency
involving a direct threat to life or property, or other unusual circumstance, or OPM may
delegate waiver authority to an agency.
16

During corresponding periods, the number of federal retirees at these agencies
experiencing salary reductions declined.
17

This authority was granted by the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year
2004, Pub. L. No. 108-136.
18
In addition to these agencies, the foreign service components of State and USAID have
had limited legislative authority to rehire annuitants without reducing their salaries since
1980, but these components do not fall under OPM’s authority and are not included in
CPDF counts.
19

This authority was granted by the Energy Policy Act of 2005, Pub. L. No. 109-58.
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increased from zero in Fiscal Year 2001 to 89 in fiscal year 200720 (see table
2).

Table 2: Federal Agencies with the Highest Percentage of Rehired Annuitants without Reduced Salaries in Fiscal Year 2007

Agency
NRCa
Defensea
SBA
USAID
State
Total for all CFO
agencies

Number of
annuitants
Percentage of
Number of
without
annuitants annuitants with
Percentage of
reduced without reduced
reduced annuitants with
salaries
salaries
salaries reduced salaries

Total number
of rehired
annuitants

Total Number
of employees

85

89%

10

11%

95

3,769

1,930

88

264

12

2,200

680,332

47

84

9

16

56

5,016

8

73

3

27

11

1,370

41

65

22

35

63

10,700

3,245

61%

2,054

38%

5,361

1,857,808

Source: GAO analysis of CPDF data as of September 2007.

Note: Data do not include foreign service employees.
a

Agency has special authority to rehire federal annuitants without reducing their salaries.

Other agencies, including HHS, the Department of Veterans Affairs
(Veterans Affairs), and SSA, have received authority from OPM to waive
the salary reduction requirement for positions that have been difficult to
fill. For example, SSA has received delegated authority to re-employ
federal retirees with full salaries and annuities as administrative law
judges—positions that are extremely difficult to fill.
In addition to the above options, all agencies have legislative authority to
re-employ federal retirees without reducing their salaries to fill
acquisition-related positions, such as contract specialists, provided they
comply with OPM policies regarding reporting and procedures.21 As of

20

This authority was granted by the 2002 Supplemental Appropriation Act for Further
Recovery From and Response to Terrorist Attacks on the United States, Pub. L. No. 107206.
21
The General Services Administration Modernization Act of 2006, Pub. L. No. 109-313. This
authority expires in December 31, 2011.

Page 19

GAO-09-206 Older Workers in the Federal Government

December 2008, 15 agencies have filed plans to use this authority and had
them approved by OPM.22

Selected Agencies
Face Common
Challenges and Have
a Variety of Strategies
to Tap Older Workers
to Meet Workforce
Needs

The growing proportion of federal workers who are eligible to retire now
or in the near future presents challenges and opportunities for federal
agencies. While distinct in many ways, the agencies we reviewed—HUD,
SSA, and USAID—share common workforce challenges. Like other federal
agencies, HUD, SSA, and USAID have large proportions of employees
nearing retirement. Also, according to agency officials, all three agencies
have relatively few staff at midlevel positions to help pass down
institutional knowledge and skills to less experienced employees due to
past budget cuts and hiring freezes. Finally, they are all challenged in their
efforts to attract qualified staff with specialized skills. Consequently, when
their older workers eventually retire, HUD, SSA, and USAID will face
critical gaps in leadership, skills, and institutional knowledge. To address
these challenges, these agencies rely on older workers in different ways
and use selected governmentwide human capital flexibilities in addition to
their own strategies, to hire and retain older workers. We also found that
other federal agencies have developed their own approaches to hire and
engage older workers to meet their workforce challenges, but these
approaches have not been widely shared with other federal agencies.

While Distinct in Many
Ways, Three Case Study
Agencies—HUD, SSA, and
USAID—Share Common
Workforce Challenges

The three case study agencies we reviewed—HUD, SSA, and USAID—have
very different missions that lead to different staffing needs and solutions.
HUD, for example, assists millions of individuals through programs that
help to encourage home ownership, provide housing assistance to lowand moderate-income families, and promote economic development. The
agency employs approximately 9,600 individuals—two-thirds of whom
work in 81 field offices across the United States. In addition to federal
employees, HUD also relies on thousands of third-party entities—such as
private lenders, contractors, nonprofit organizations, and local
governments—to administer many of its programs, including rental

22
The agencies that have reported to OPM that they are using this authority are the
Department of Energy; HHS; HUD; the Departments of the Interior, Labor, Treasury, and
Veterans Affairs; USAID; the Consumer Product Safety Commission; EPA; Executive Office
of the President; Federal Trade Commission; General Service Administration; National
Labor Relations Board; and the Millennium Challenge Corporation. OPM does not have
information on the number of employees who return to federal service under this
provision.
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assistance and community development programs. A large portion of
HUD’s employees are located in the Office of Housing and work in a
variety of positions, including specialists in contract oversight, loan
servicing, and public housing revitalization. In comparison, SSA
administers retirement and income support programs for millions of
disabled or older individuals and their dependents. SSA is a large agency,
employing approximately 62,600 individuals—many of whom are located
in field offices and work directly with customers. In 2007, the more than
1,200 of SSA’s field offices23 served approximately 42 million customers.24
Generally SSA seeks to hire individuals with strong interpersonal and
general analytical skills who are then trained for direct service positions,
such as social insurance specialists and contact representatives. Different
from both HUD and SSA, USAID employees often work outside of the
United States to provide humanitarian and economic assistance to about
100 developing countries. Of the approximately 2,400 USAID employees,
about half belong to the foreign service and the rest are civil service. Many
of USAID’s foreign service employees work as foreign service officers.
Entry level qualifications for this position include having an advanced
degree and relevant international professional experience. In addition to
its federal employees, USAID relies heavily on contractors and grantees to
implement its overseas development projects, including Food for Peace
initiatives in South Asia and Democracy and Governance programs in the
Middle East. Table 3 below highlights some of these agencies’
characteristics.

23

SSA field offices are located across the United States as well as in the Virgin Islands,
Puerto Rico, and Guam.
24

GAO, Social Security Administration Field Offices: Reduced Workforce Faces
Challenges as Baby Boomers Retire, GAO-08-737T (Washington, D.C.: May 8, 2008).
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Table 3: Characteristics of Case Study Agencies
HUD

SSA

USAID

2007 budget

$33.6 billion

$624.6 billion

$9.3 billion

Agency’s approximate
size

9,600 civil service employees

62,600 civil service Employees

2,400 total (1,100 civil service
employees and 1,300 foreign
service employees)

Agency’s purpose

Assists individuals through
programs that help to encourage
home ownership, increase access
to affordable housing free from
discrimination, and support
community development

Administers income support
programs for millions of elderly or
disabled individuals and their
dependents

Provides humanitarian and
economic assistance to about
100 developing countries

Examples of missioncritical positions

Loan servicing specialists
Public housing revitalization
specialists
Contract oversight specialists

Social insurance specialists
Contact representatives
Administrative law judges

Health specialists
Contract specialists
Human resources specialists

Source: GAO analysis.

Note: Number of employees reflects CPDF data as of September 2007.

Despite their differences, HUD, SSA, and USAID share common workforce
challenges. Like the federal government as a whole, HUD, SSA, and USAID
have large portions of their workforces nearing retirement, and these
older, experienced workers may leave behind gaps in leadership, skills,
and institutional knowledge. Both HUD and USAID risk losing close to half
of their current workforces to retirement by 2012. Similarly, SSA is
expected to lose more than one-third of its employees to retirement by
2012—a time when the agency expects to experience a dramatic increase
in workload due to the aging baby boom generation. Close to half of the
current workforces at HUD and USAID will be eligible to retire in that
same time period.
Officials believe that many of the retiring employees will leave gaps in
institutional knowledge and technical skills, especially in mission-critical
occupations—those that agencies consider key to carrying out their
missions. For example, SSA officials reported that between about 14 and
64 percent of its employees in mission-critical positions were eligible to
retire in fiscal year 2008. This includes 64 percent of its administrative law
judges and about 40 percent of its supervisors, paralegal specialists, claims
assistants and examining specialists. In addition, HUD officials told us that
half of its employees in mission-critical occupations—2,057—are currently
eligible to retire.
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While these retirement eligibility rates suggest that large portions of HUD,
SSA, and USAID’s current employees might retire by 2012, most employees
do not retire as soon as they become eligible. We have previously reported
that employment options—such as having the ability to work part-time or
having flexible work schedules—may affect workers’ decisions to stay
employed. HUD, SSA, and USAID offer these employment options, as well
as other strategies, that may help retain older workers. In addition,
officials from all three agencies told us that many employees stay past
retirement eligibility because they are dedicated to their work and the
mission of the agency. SSA officials reported that about 1,50025 SSA
employees have been with the agency for at least 40 years—tenures that
extend well beyond the average retirement age. HUD officials told us that
less than 5 percent of its total workforce has retired in the past 2 years.
USAID officials told us that on average their employees continue working
5 years after they become eligible to retire. We found that in 1997, 1999,
and 2002, between 38 and 52 percent of employees at HUD, SSA, and
USAID remained in the federal workforce 5 years after first becoming
eligible to retire—somewhat above the overall governmentwide averages
of between 41 and 45 percent in those same years. These retention trends
may be heightened in the near term, as the recent downturn in the
economy may cause many in the nation’s workforce—including federal
employees—to postpone their retirements.
Another challenge that these agencies face is that they have relatively few
staff in midlevel positions (GS-12 to GS-15 for the civil service and FS-4 to
FS-2 for the foreign service)26 to pass down institutional knowledge and
skills to less experienced staff. According to agency officials, budget cuts
and hiring freezes of the 1990s kept HUD, SSA, and USAID from filling
many of their entry-level positions with junior staff who would today be
considered experienced, midlevel employees. For example, between 1993
and 2007, HUD’s overall staffing levels decreased by about 30 percent, and
USAID’s decreased by about 40 percent.27 For USAID, not having enough
midlevel staff is made even more complicated as the agency has begun to
grow. Recent appropriations have allowed the agency to significantly
increase its foreign service workforce over the next several years with

25

This count represents information from October 2008.

26

USAID defines its midlevel employees in the civil service as GS-12 to GS-14.

27

For more information on the impact of past hiring freezes, see for example GAO, Foreign
Assistance: Strategic Workforce Planning Can Help USAID Address Current and Future
Challenges, GAO-03-946 (Washington, D.C.: Aug. 22, 2003).
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primarily entry-level staff—employees who could generally benefit from
the knowledge and skills of experienced staff. While SSA’s staffing levels
have declined in recent years, the size of its workload has increased with
the growing number of individuals eligible for SSA’s services. We reported
in May 2008 that recent staffing declines may have been a factor in
reducing SSA’s ability to complete all of its work while providing quality
customer service.28
In addition, these agencies also are challenged in their efforts to attract
qualified staff with specialized skills that are either uncommon or in high
demand. USAID officials told us that many of its foreign service positions
require specialized and uncommon skills—such as fluency in foreign
languages and in-depth knowledge of cultures in remote regions. The
limited pool of qualified and experienced individuals that the agency hires
for these positions typically is drawn from other federal agencies, such as
Treasury and State, as well as nongovernmental organizations. However,
more often, USAID relies on less experienced individuals with strong
interests in and aptitude for the foreign service and prepares these
individuals for the highly specialized positions by providing them with
several months of intensive language and overseas training. SSA and HUD
also have hard-to-fill positions that require specialized skills. One in
particular is the administrative law judge—a mission-critical position that
both agencies find hard to fill. As of July 2008, all three of HUD’s
administrative law judge openings remained unfilled, and SSA had to seek
approval from OPM to hire back eight retirees for this hard-to-fill position.
These agencies also need individuals with other specialized skills that are
in high demand by other employers. For example, HUD’s financial analyst,
auditing, and information technology positions are similar to the positions
in many private firms that pay higher salaries in comparison to the federal
government. Consequently, these positions at HUD have been significantly
understaffed—by up to 47 percent in some offices within HUD—for the
past several years because, according to officials, the agency cannot offer
salaries to attract qualified individuals away from the private sector. For
the same reason, SSA is challenged to fill a number of its specialized
positions, such as those for accountants, attorneys, and information
technology technicians.

28

GAO, Social Security Administration Field Offices: Reduced Workforce Faces
Challenges as Baby Boomers Retire, GAO-08-737T (Washington, D.C.: May 8, 2008).
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Case Study Agencies Rely
on Older Workers in
Different Ways and Use
Selected Governmentwide
Human Capital
Flexibilities, in Addition to
Their Own Strategies, to
Address Their Workforce
Challenges

To address their workforce challenges, HUD, SSA, and USAID rely on
older workers in different ways, sometimes through the use of selected
governmentwide flexibilities that are attractive to all workers, including
older workers. Human capital flexibilities represent policies and practices
that an agency may use in managing its workforce to accomplish its
mission and achieve its goals. These flexibilities—with appropriate
safeguards—allow agencies to take actions related to recruitment,
retention, compensation, work arrangements, and work-life policies.
Depending on their individual workforce needs and goals, agencies tailor
the use of these flexibilities.29 In addition, we learned that other factors
influenced the case study agencies use of human capital flexibilities,
including the potential negative consequences they have on an agency’s
budget or workforce and the ease with which these flexibilities are
adopted.
Compared to other flexibilities, the flexibilities that help employees strike
a work-life balance, including telework and alternative work schedules,
may be less complex to adopt since each agency is responsible for
establishing its own policies within certain broad guidelines. In addition,
these work-life flexibilities may have little to no negative impact on an
agency’s budget or workforce. For example, a recent OPM survey found
that telework has, in fact, improved productivity and morale among many
staff. We recently reported that these work-life flexibilities are often
extremely important to older workers. For example, some research
indicates older workers want to set their own hours and to be able to take
time off to care for relatives when needed. In addition, older workers
nearing retirement may prefer a part-time schedule as a means to retire
gradually.30 Figure 7 below outlines some of the factors that influence case
study agencies’ use of selected human capital flexibilities.

29

GAO, Human Capital: OPM Can Better Assist Agencies in Using Personnel
Flexibilities, GAO-03-428 (Washington, D.C.: May 9, 2003).

30

GAO, Older Workers: Federal Agencies Face Challenges, but Have Opportunities to Hire
and Retain Experienced Employees, GAO-08-630T (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 30, 2008).
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Figure 7: Factors That Influence Use of Selected Human Capital Flexibilities

Potential
benefits

Rehiring retiree
without financial
offset

Targeted
pay rate
increase

Recruitment
and retention
incentives

Part-time
schedule

Enhanced
annual leave
accrual rates

Alternative
work schedule

Telework

Allows agencies to
bring back knowledgeable and skilled
retirees and avoid the
potential high cost of
bringing retirees back
as contractors
Allows rehired
annuitant the
opportunity to train
less experienced staff
and perform inherently
governmental
functions

Helps agencies
to attract or
retain individuals,
including older
workers, with
superior
qualifications

Helps agencies to
attract or retain
individuals,
including older
workers, with
specialized
skills--for example
information
technology
specialists and
accountants

Assists
employees with
personal
commitments
and is especially
attractive to older
workers

Helps agencies
attract
non-federal
workers,
including older
workers, who
have specialized
skills by using
relevant work
experience to
compute annual
leave at higher
rates

Can improve
morale,
productivity,
recruitment, and
retention among
staff and assists
employees with
personal
commitments; this
flexibility can be
especially
attractive to older
workers

Can improve
morale,
productivity,
recruitment, and
retention among
staff; and assists
employees with
personal
commitments;
this flexibility can
be especially
attractive to older
workers

Less negative consequence

More negative consequence

Potential
negative
consequence

Has the potential to
stymie promotion and
work opportunities for
new and current
employees

Can decrease
budget amount
to fund the pay
rate increase,
which in turn
may reduce
staffing levels

Can decrease
budget amount
to fund the
incentives, which
in turn may
reduce staffing
levels

Can require
additional
administrative
effort to ensure
staff coverage

Has little
negative
impact—with
appropriate
oversight—on an
agency’s
workforce,
productivity, or
budget

Has little to no
negative
impact—with
appropriate
oversight—on an
agency’s
workforce,
productivity, or
budget

Has little to no
negative
impact—with
appropriate
oversight—on an
agency’s
workforce,
productivity, or
budget

Safeguard

Requires most
agencies to submit a
request to OPM and
receive approval to fill
hard-to-fill positions
with federal retirees

Requires agency
officials to work
within a fixed
budget amount,
consider complex
issues, and place
a priority on
hiring fewer
individuals with
specialized skills
or more
individuals with
general skills

Requires agency
officials to work
within a fixed
budget amount,
consider complex
issues, and place
a priority on
hiring fewer
individuals with
specialized skills
or more
individuals with
general skills

Requires agency
officials to
determine what
is best for their
workforce and
mission and
approve
part-time
schedules on a
case-by-case
basis

Requires
approval by the
head of the
agency

Requires
managers and
supervisors to
approve flexible
schedules on a
case-by-case
basis

Requires
agencies to
establish policies
that describe
which employees
are eligible to
participate

More complex to adopt

Less complex to adopt

Source: GAO analysis.

Overall, we found that these work-life flexibilities were popular options
for many employees, including older workers, at HUD, SSA, and USAID.
For example, USAID officials told us that almost all of their employees
have flexible schedules. While they are popular, these flexibilities do not
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fit well with every individual or every job. HUD officials told us that while
most of its employees have the opportunity to work a compressed
schedule so that they have a day off during a pay period, supervisors and
managers are not allowed to use this flexibility because the agency values
having management in the office 5 days a week to supervise program
functions. Similarly, SSA officials reported that many frontline employees
at SSA do not telework because SSA’s primary service delivery structure
requires staff to be physically present at the field offices, working directly
with its customers. To help ensure that these flexibilities are appropriately
used, agencies typically require supervisory or managerial approval.
Other flexibilities, in contrast, can have substantial consequences on a
portion of an agency’s budget or workforce. For this reason, certain
flexibilities have safeguards in place to help regulate their use. For
example, in order to hire federal retirees without reducing their salaries by
the amount of their annuities, most agencies must submit a request to
OPM. In 2007, OPM approved waivers to rehire only 22 annuitants across
HUD, SSA, and USAID. Agencies have the option of rehiring federal
retirees without using the dual compensation waiver, but the retirees’
salaries are reduced by the amount of their annuities. Perhaps as a result,
a relatively small number of retirees—210—across these three agencies
elected to return to federal service when their salaries were to be reduced
by their annuities.
In addition to the governmentwide flexibilities, HUD, SSA, and USAID
employ other strategies to involve older workers to help meet their
workforce needs. While all three agencies rely on older workers to pass
down institutional knowledge and critical skills to less experienced staff,
HUD officials told us this is the primary way they actively involve older
workers. One way HUD does this is through its formalized mentoring
program, which allows senior staff to share their experiences, insights,
and professional wisdom with junior staff. The agency has also developed
a 2-year training program in which newly hired employees rotate through
various positions throughout the agency and work with a variety of
experienced employees to learn critical skills and knowledge. Officials
told us that they use this program to help train new employees in order to
fill positions that become available; and that they do not use recruiting or
retention activities directed at older workers with particular skills or
experience. According to officials, these mentoring relationships not only
help transfer knowledge to less experienced workers, they also help retain
older workers with the strong professional relationships the senior staff
build with junior employees.
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In meeting workforce needs, SSA depends, in part, on its historically high
retention rate to ensure the right skill levels. Over the past several years,
however, SSA has increasingly used information technology in strategic
workforce planning and has taken certain actions to recruit and retain
older workers. For example, to better understand where to place its
human capital efforts, SSA has developed a complex statistical model that
uses historical data to project future retirements. Specifically, this model
projects who is likely to retire, and SSA uses these projections to estimate
gaps in mission-critical positions and to identify what components of the
agency could be most affected by the upcoming retirements. With these
estimates, the agency develops action plans focused on hiring, retention,
and staff development.31 As a result of using these models, SSA has
developed targeted recruitment efforts that reach out to a broad pool of
candidates, some of whom are older workers and who have valuable
leadership experience and skills. SSA is also beginning to reach out to
older workers in order to achieve one of its diversity goals—attracting a
multigenerational workforce. These steps have included developing
recruiting material featuring images of older and younger workers. In
addition, SSA has two other efforts specifically designed to retain older
workers. One is a phased retirement program, which allows employees to
work on a part-time basis rather than fully retiring. The other is a trial
retirement program, which allows workers to return to work within a year
of retiring if they repay the annuities they have received. However, SSA
officials told us that the programs have been used rarely because of the
financial penalty workers would face. SSA has developed programs,
including elder and kinship care referral services and financial literacy
services, designed to help retain workers.
Agency officials told us that USAID tends to bring back its retirees as
contractors to fill short-term job assignments and to help train and
develop the agency’s growing number of newly hired staff. The agency
uses various staffing mechanisms, including personal services contracts,
to bring back retired foreign service officers to meet short-term workforce
needs and to mentor newly hired foreign service officers.32 However, the
agency does not specifically focus on older workers in its recruiting or

31

HUD and USAID are in the early stages of similar workforce planning efforts.

32

Examples of staffing mechanisms that USAID uses include personal services contractors,
who provide specialized technical assistance in designing and managing programs, and a
cooperative administrative support unit, which provides mid- to senior-level technical
leadership in the fields of population, health, and nutrition.
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retention activities. USAID officials told us that their retirees play a key
role in helping new staff learn institutional knowledge and new skills. All
newly hired foreign service officers have a mentor, who is typically a
retired foreign service officer. These mentors work closely with the junior
officers during their new staff orientation and initial training. Once the
junior staff receives his or her overseas assignment, the mentor continues
contact with the newly hired employee through telephone calls and
occasional visits. USAID officials told us that their mentor program greatly
helps junior staff become acclimated to the foreign service and it is an
effective means to engage retirees who have essential skills and
knowledge to pass down to new staff. In addition, retired foreign service
officers help the agency meet short-term workforce needs. In one
example, officials told us that a foreign service officer had to leave an
assignment in Haiti several months before a replacement could arrive.
USAID brought back a retiree who had experience with and knowledge
about Haitian culture to fill the job assignment temporarily. According to
officials, these retirees help the agency quickly acquire critical skills and
pass down institutional knowledge. Because the federal retirees are
contractors, the agency is able to begin and end their service relatively
easily.

Other Federal Agencies
Have Developed Their
Own Promising Practices
to Hire and Retain Older
Workers to Meet Their
Workforce Needs

We interviewed officials in several agencies that have developed other
approaches to hiring and engaging older workers.
•

Identifying and recruiting retirees with critical skills by using
technology. State has developed two databases to match interested
foreign service and civil service retirees with short-term or intermittent
job assignments that require their skill sets or experiences. One
database—the Retirement Network, or RNet—contains a variety of
information, including individuals’ job experiences, foreign language
abilities, special skills, preferred work schedules, and favored job
locations. To identify individuals with specific needed skill sets,
officials match information from RNet with another database that
organizes and reports all available and upcoming short-term job
assignments. For instance, in 2004, the agency identified current and
retired employees familiar with Sumatra’s culture and language and
sent many of them to Indonesia to help with the tsunami relief efforts.
According to officials, this technology has allowed State to identify
individuals with specialized skills and specific job experiences within
hours. Before these systems were in place, the search for individuals
with specific skills and experiences would have taken days or weeks,
and even then, the list of individuals would have been incomplete.
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Because different personnel rules apply to foreign service and civil
service positions, the agency typically brings civil service retirees on as
contractors—nonfederal employees without any reduction to earnings
or annuities—and, in certain circumstances, may hire foreign service
retirees as federal employees who may earn their full salaries while
receiving their annuities.33
•

Hiring older workers through nonfederal approaches. EPA has
designed a program that places workers aged 55 and over in
administrative and technical support positions within EPA and other
federal and state environmental agencies nationwide. Instead of hiring
older workers directly into the government as federal employees, EPA
has cooperative agreements with nonprofit organizations to recruit,
hire, and pay older workers. Under these agreements, workers are
considered program enrollees, not federal employees. EPA’s Senior
Environmental Employment (SEE) program started as a pilot project in
the late 1970s and was authorized by the Environmental Programs
Assistance Act in 1984.34 According to EPA, there are approximately
1,525 SEE enrollees—many of whom come from long careers in
business and government service—who offer valuable knowledge and
often serve as mentors to younger coworkers. Depending on their skills
and experience, program enrollees’ wages vary, starting at $7.09 per
hour and peaking at $17.72 per hour. Using the SEE program as a
model, the Department of Agriculture’s (Agriculture) Natural
Resources Conservation Service recently developed a pilot project
called the Agriculture Conservation Enrollees/Seniors (ACES)
program.35 Officials from both EPA and the Natural Resources
Conservation Service (NRCS) told us that their programs are crucial in
helping agencies meet workload demands and providing older workers
with valuable job opportunities.

•

Partnering with private firms to hire retired workers. In partnership
with IBM and the Partnership for Public Service, Treasury is

33

According to State officials, the department has received permission from OPM to rehire
civil service annuitants without reducing their salaries for specific civil service positions,
such as those located in Iraq or for work in support of processing passports. State can hire
back foreign service retirees on an intermittent schedule with full salaries and annuities on
the Secretary’s authority.
34

Pub. L. No. 98-313.

35

NRCS developed ACES under the authority of section 2701 of Title II of the Farm Security
and Rural Investment Act of 2002, Pub. L. No. 107-171.
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participating in a pilot project that aims to match the talent and interest
of IBM retirees and employees nearing retirement with Treasury’s
mission-critical staffing needs. Working together, the three
organizations are designing a program that intends to send specific
Treasury job opportunities to IBM employees with matching skill sets
and experience; help create streamlined hiring processes; provide
career transition support, such as employee benefits counseling and
networking events; and encourage flexible work arrangements.
Officials are developing the pilot project within existing
governmentwide flexibilities that do not require special authority from
OPM. As a senior official suggested, designing such a project may
reveal the extent to which existing federal flexibilities allow new ways
of hiring older workers.
Agency officials at Agriculture, EPA, State, and Treasury told us that in
developing their promising practices, they faced significant challenges,
including negotiating new relationships with private entities and obtaining
legislative authority for the program. In overcoming these obstacles,
agency officials told us that they learned valuable lessons that could be
shared with other agencies to help these agencies adopt similar strategies
with less time and effort.

OPM Has Taken
Actions to Help
Agencies Hire and
Retain a Skilled
Workforce, but Could
Do More to Share
Promising Strategies

To help federal agencies hire and retain skilled workers, OPM provides
guidance, planning tools, and training, and often advocates changes in
human capital programs by developing legislative proposals for Congress
to consider. As components of these efforts, OPM has taken action that
address three areas of concern for applicants, particularly older workers.
First, it has begun to streamline the complex federal job application
process. In addition, it has developed two legislative proposals—one
would eliminate barriers to rehiring federal annuitants, and another would
make it easier for certain federal workers to work part-time at the end of
their careers. While these two proposals were incorporated into legislation
in 2007, efforts stalled before passage, and it is unclear whether they will
be reintroduced. Despite OPM’s efforts, the agency could do more to
facilitate information sharing between federal agencies.

OPM Provides Assistance
to Agencies on Hiring and
Retaining Skilled Workers,
Including Older Workers

OPM provides guidance, planning tools, and training to help federal
agencies hire and retain the best qualified workers to fill positions. OPM’s
efforts are focused on positions and merit, not people, as it helps agencies
attract workers who possess the right skills and experience to meet
agencies’ workforce needs without regard to age or other demographic
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variables such as sex or ethnicity. OPM encourages federal agencies to
market career opportunities available in the federal government to
talented individuals from all segments of society, including older workers,
as part of their overall recruitment efforts.
In its role as human capital leader, OPM provides agencies with guidance
and technical support on how to use available hiring programs and
flexibilities, many of which are attractive to older workers, to ensure the
federal government has an effective civilian workforce. For example, OPM
has developed a handbook—Human Resources Flexibilities and
Authorities in the Federal Government—that identifies the many human
capital flexibilities and authorities currently available and how agencies
can address workforce challenges. In addition, OPM has developed a guide
called Career Patterns that is intended to help agencies recruit a diverse,
multigenerational workforce and has posted the guide on its Web page.
This guide presents career pattern scenarios that characterize 10 segments
of the general labor market according to career related factors, such as
commitment to a mission and experience. The guide lists characteristics of
the work environment that some cohorts may find particularly attractive
and related human capital policies that agencies could use to recruit and
retain potential employees. For example, according to the guide’s “Retiree
Scenario,” this cohort finds flexible work schedules, camaraderie, and
work aligned with their interests very attractive. Consequently, to recruit
and retain this segment, the guide advises agencies to offer part-time
work, flexible work scheduling, and telework, and to provide
opportunities for mentoring and meaningful assignments. Officials from
two of our three case study agencies stated they found information in
Career Patterns useful and inserted language from it in their job
announcements, but officials in the other agency said they did not find it
especially helpful. A senior human capital official in that agency reported
to us that Career Patterns did not provide the type of information that was
needed to develop new strategies in hiring a multigenerational workforce.
In developing and disseminating guidance, OPM officials work with the
Chief Human Capital Officers Council (the Council),36 a group of chief

36

The Chief Human Capital Officers Act of 2002, Pub. L. No. 107-296, Title XIII, requires the
heads of 24 executive departments and agencies to appoint or designate Chief Human
Capital Officers (CHCO). This act established a CHCO Council to advise and coordinate the
activities of members’ agencies on human resource related issues. Each CHCO serves as
his or her agency’s chief policy advisor on all human resources management issues and is
charged with selecting, developing, training, and managing a high-quality, productive
workforce.
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policy advisors on human capital issues representing each of the 24 CFO
agencies. OPM officials told us the need for guidance often evolves from
requests for information made by the Council and OPM’s agency liaisons.
For example, inquiries from the Council about how to request a waiver to
rehire annuitants without reducing their salaries led OPM officials to
develop a template for agencies to use in submitting these requests. OPM
relies upon the Council to communicate OPM policy and other human
capital information throughout their agencies. OPM officials see their
relationship with the Council and the agencies they represent as a
partnership and believe that they have a shared responsibility to ensure
that the latest guidance and promising practices are disseminated
throughout each agency.
To help agencies implement its guidance, OPM has developed several
support tools and has instituted training programs. For example, in fall
2005, OPM made a decision-support tool available online to assist agencies
in assessing which hiring flexibilities would best meet their needs. Known
as the Hiring Flexibilities Resource Center, this tool provides in-depth
information on a variety of flexibilities. With respect to training, OPM, in
coordination with the Council, conducts a Council Academy—a forum for
council members to discuss federal human capital issues. This academy
meets several times each year to address topics generated by the Chief
Human Capital Officers (CHCO) and their assistants. OPM also provides
briefings and policy forums as well as information on its Web site about a
range of human capital issues, including the use of flexibilities.

OPM Has Taken Actions
That Could Address Three
Areas of Concern but
Could Do More to Help
Agencies Share Promising
Strategies in Hiring and
Retaining Older Workers

By reducing the burden associated with the federal hiring process and by
proposing legislation to make it easier to rehire annuitants and to allow
certain employees to work part-time at the end of their careers, OPM has
taken steps that would address problems in three areas that have caused
difficulties for older workers.
Frustration with the federal hiring practice has been well documented and
spans all age groups, including older workers. The Partnership for Public
Service reported that 57 percent of the older workers it surveyed reported
that applying for a federal job is fairly or very difficult. The report noted
that the federal job application process is bureaucratic and confusing, with
federal job announcements that often run 10, 20, or more pages and
require applicants to submit college transcripts in very short periods of
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time.37 Similarly, based on a recent survey of recently hired upper-level
federal employees, the U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board found that 39
percent of these new hires said they did not apply for other federal jobs
that they were interested in because of burdens and complexities
associated with the hiring process.38 The issues cited included having to
rewrite or reformat their resumes or the descriptions of their knowledge,
skills, and abilities, and having to respond to lengthy questionnaires.
Results of the survey also indicated that the process was very lengthy,
with 75 percent of new hires reporting it took longer to be hired for their
present civil service position than their previous position.
In 2008, OPM began to implement its End-to-End Hiring Roadmap
Initiative, which will re-engineer the federal hiring process that has
frustrated job applicants. As part of this initiative, OPM created a
streamlined job announcement template for governmentwide, entry-level
accounting and secretarial positions and is in the process of creating
additional templates for other positions. The template will provide
agencies with standardized language and formats to guide the
development of announcements while allowing opportunities for
customization. The new templates will reduce the complexity and length
of traditional announcements for certain occupational communities by
eliminating many requirements that called for information beyond that
which is usually included in a resume.39 This initiative also includes
developing a process that ensures job announcements and instructions are
clear and understandable, notifies applicants that their application has
been received, and updates applicants on the status of their application as
significant decisions are reached. Other parts of the initiative address
integrating human capital activities such as workforce planning,
recruiting, hiring processes, security processing, and orienting new
employees into federal organizations.

37
Partnership for Public Service, A Golden Opportunity: Recruiting Baby Boomers Into
Government (Washington, D.C., January 2008). We found the survey methodology used by
the Partnership for Public Service to be sufficiently reliable for our use.
38

U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, In Search of Highly Skilled Workers: A Study on
the Hiring of Upper Level Employees from Outside the Federal Government (Washington,
D.C., February 2008). We found the survey methodology used by the U.S. Merit Systems
Protection Board to be sufficiently reliable for our use.
39

These announcements are for positions in the law enforcement, information technology,
patent and trade, and acquisition communities.
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OPM is also involved in other projects that address impediments in the
federal hiring process. For example, an OPM team is working with the
Partnership for Public Service on a project called the Extreme Hiring
Makeover. This project has united experts from the private and public
sectors to work with Education, the National Nuclear Security
Administration, and the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services.
These three agencies agreed to rely on private sector and public sector
firms to diagnose problems in recruiting and hiring processes and to
implement solutions.
With regard to rehiring annuitants, OPM submitted a legislative proposal
that would allow the heads of all federal agencies to rehire retired federal
employees on a temporary basis without reducing their salaries or
annuities and without obtaining prior OPM approval. To advance this
purpose, bills were introduced in Congress in 2007,40 but were stalled
before final passage. Like the legislative proposal, the bills limit the
amount of time that the waiver may cover to
•

520 hours of service performed during the period ending 6 months after
the date on which the annuity begins;

•

1,040 hours of service performed during a 12 month period; or

•

6,420 hours of service performed during the lifetime of the annuitant.

It is unclear whether this proposal will be reintroduced in the new
Congress. While the potential cost of the proposal has been debated,
neither OPM nor the Congressional Budget Office have estimated its cost.
Officials in several agencies have indicated that bringing retirees back on a
part-time basis to fill certain positions is less costly than hiring new
employees, largely because agencies do not need to cover retirees’
benefits costs. Also, these officials noted that rehired annuitants can “hit
the ground running,” without orientation or training. Despite these
potential savings, other experts believe that the additional costs associated
with the higher salaries earned by retirees, compared to those typically
earned by newer workers, might outweigh the benefits. These experts also
see training and associated activities as investments that will help agencies
address future, as well as present, workforce needs.

40

S. 2003 and H.R. 3579. 110th Congress.
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OPM has also taken steps that could make it more attractive for certain
federal workers to work part-time at the end of their careers—an option of
particular importance for workers interested in a phased retirement. While
all federal employees experience reduced annuities if they choose to work
part-time—an equitable outcome because they work fewer hours over the
course of their career—some workers are disproportionately penalized.
For those individuals who have full-time federal service prior to April 6,
1986, and who work part-time at the end of their careers, the annuity
calculation does not give full credit to the pre-1986 service. OPM’s
proposal would address this inequity in the way federal annuities are
calculated by fully crediting work preformed on a full-time basis before
1986. For the past several sessions of Congress, bills have been introduced
to enact this change, but none have passed.41
Although OPM has taken steps to address areas of concern, it could do
more to disseminate information across the federal government on
agency-developed promising practices to recruit and retain older workers
to meet workforce needs. We have identified several agencies that have
developed their own promising practices, and officials in these agencies
believe others could effectively build upon these practices if knowledge of
them was more widely available. According to OPM, this type of
information sharing is a joint responsibility between the agencies and
OPM, and officials see the CHCO Council as the primary means for such
communication. However, to date, this information has not been made
widely available through the CHCO Council. And, while OPM has other
methods available—such as its human capital and electronic government
practices Web sites—that could be used to efficiently package and broadly
disseminate this information to a much larger and diversified audience, it
currently has no plans to do so.

Conclusions

Today’s workers are better educated, healthier, and are living longer than
workers of previous generations, and many look forward to working
beyond their normal retirement age in positions that they find personally
meaningful. Clearly, the federal government enjoys the benefits of a
workforce dedicated to public service and provides workers with the
opportunities for meaningful work—the ability of the government to retain
workers well past their retirement eligibility speaks to this fact. The
current economic crisis may cause even more federal workers to stay in

41

For the most recent bill, see H.R. 2780 (2007).
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the workforce in the near term and forestall the looming retirement wave.
But, at some point, these workers will retire, and focusing on the future,
the federal government may need to do more to ensure that when the
retirement wave does occur, it is prepared to tap the talents of the older
workers who have the skills they need.
At least three federal agencies have developed their own practices that
show promise in recruiting and retaining talented older workers who have
needed and specialized skills. Although other agencies might benefit from
this information, little attention has been paid to sharing it with other
agencies. While OPM officials see this kind of information exchange as a
shared responsibility between OPM and the agencies, OPM, as the
government’s central personnel agency, is both authorized and best
positioned to take on this responsibility.

Recommendations for
Executive Action

To better assist agencies in attracting and retaining a highly skilled
workforce, we recommend that the Director of OPM develop a systematic
approach, which may include communicating through the CHCO Council,
to share information broadly across the federal government about agencydeveloped promising practices in recruitment and retention of older,
experienced workers to meet their workforce needs.

Agency Comments
and Our Evaluation

We provided a draft of this report to HUD, OPM, SSA, and USAID for their
review and comment. OPM provided written comments which are
reproduced in appendix III. In addition, OPM, SSA, and USAID provided
technical comments, which we incorporated where appropriate.
In its response, OPM wrote that the agency already has tools available on
its Web site to assist federal agencies in attracting, recruiting, and
retaining talented workers, including older workers. Our draft report cited
these efforts, but we also noted that OPM’s Web site does not discuss the
promising practices that have been developed by individual federal
agencies and, as a consequence, this information is not readily available
governmentwide. We continue to believe that the widespread
dissemination of agency-developed promising practices will help federal
agencies build upon the experiences of others in developing strategies to
meet workforce challenges, and therefore have kept the recommendation.
We received e-mails from HUD, SSA, and USAID. In responding to our
report, both HUD and SSA agreed that disseminating this information
would be helpful. SSA further suggested that such sharing of promising
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practices be incorporated throughout OPM’s workforce planning support
rather than isolated as a special initiative.
USAID noted that it supports OPM’s legislative proposal to make the
process easier for rehiring Civil Service annuitants. USAID views rehiring
annuitants as more cost-effective than using contract mechanisms to reemploy retirees on a part-time basis because agencies would avoid the
additional overhead charges levied by contract organizations. In addition,
USAID supports the proposal because it would better align the rules for
civil service retirees with those of the foreign service.
We are sending copies of this report to the Secretary of HUD, the Acting
Director of OPM, the Commissioner of SSA, the Director of USAID,
relevant congressional committees, and other interested parties. In
addition, the report will be available at no charge on GAO’s Web site at
http://www.gao.gov.
A list of related GAO products is included at the end of this report. If you
or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact Barbara
Bovbjerg at (202) 512-7215 or bovbjergb@gao.gov or Robert Goldenkoff at
(202) 512-6806 or goldenkoffr@gao.gov. Contact points for our Offices of
Congressional Relations and Public Affairs may be found on the last page
of this report. Other contacts and staff acknowledgments are listed in
appendix IV.

Barbara D. Bovbjerg, Director
Education, Workforce, and Income Security

Robert N. Goldenkoff, Director
Strategic Issues
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Appendix I: Objective, Scope, and
Methodology

Appendix I: Objective, Scope, and
Methodology
Our objectives were to describe the (1) age and retirement eligibility
trends of the current federal workforce and the extent to which agencies
hire and retain older workers; (2) workforce challenges that federal
agencies face and the strategies they use to recruit and retain older
workers to help meet these challenges; and (3) actions the Office of
Personnel Management (OPM), as the federal government’s human capital
manager, has taken to help agencies hire and retain an experienced,
skilled workforce.

Demographic Trends

To describe demographic trends relating to the retirement eligibility and
aging of the federal workforce, we analyzed information on the 24 Chief
Financial Officer (CFO) agencies from OPM’s human resource reporting
system, the Central Personnel Data File (CPDF)1 for fiscal year 2007. We
analyzed data on the age, retirement eligibility, occupations, projected
retirement rates, and other characteristics of the career federal workforce.
Our analyses included the following variables: agency, occupation, date of
birth, service computation date, pay plan/grade, and supervisory status.
Using the CPDF information, we analyzed the age distribution of career
federal employees at CFO agencies by age groupings (under 40, 40 to 54,
and 55 and over). We also analyzed the percentage of career federal
employees hired as of the end of fiscal year 2007 who would be eligible to
retire from fiscal years 2008 to 2012, and the percentage of workers
eligible to retire in occupations in which the retirement rates exceeded the
governmentwide average. As a proxy for those occupations that may be at
risk due to high retirement eligibility rates, we selected occupations with
500 or more employees as of the end of fiscal year 2007 that exceeded the
governmentwide rate of 33 percent by 50 percent or more. We also used
CPDF data to determine the extent to which agencies are using specific
strategies to hire and retain older workers. Based on previous work, we
have determined that the CPDF is sufficiently reliable for the
informational purposes of this report. For this report, we defined older
workers as those who are aged 55 and older.
To estimate the number of employees eligible to retire and the number
who actually retired, we determined eligibility rates for fiscal years 1997
through 2007 by applying retirement plan eligibility rules to data in the
CPDF using employees’ age at hire, birth date, and retirement plan. We

1

The State Department discontinued submitting personal data to OPM for foreign service
personnel in March of 2006.
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determined past retirement rates by analyzing CPDF separation data from
the CPDF for fiscal years 1998 through 2007.

Strategies Available to
Federal Agencies

To report on how agencies make use of governmentwide flexibilities,2 we
conducted in-depth reviews of three agencies—the Department of Housing
and Urban Development (HUD), the Social Security Administration (SSA),
and the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). We
chose these agencies because they are among the 24 CFO agencies whose
proportion of workers eligible to retire by 2012 exceeds the
governmentwide average of 33 percent. These agencies also represent a
range of agency sizes. In addition, we chose to review SSA not only
because it will be facing a large number of possible retirements, but at the
same time, will be facing an increased demand for its services. We also
reviewed studies and conducted interviews with experts in the area of
retirement3, including members of university-based retirement research
centers, AARP, Partnership for Public Service, the U.S. Merit Systems
Protection Board, IBM International, and various agency officials, to
identify notable approaches other agencies have developed to hire and
retain older workers.4 Through this work, we identified several agencies
that have developed their own innovative approaches and met with
officials from these agencies.5 To report on OPM’s activities and
challenges, we augmented information obtained from our reviews of three
agencies by interviewing various officials at OPM and reviewing relevant
documents.

2

In broad terms, human capital flexibilities represent the policies and practices that an
agency has the authority to implement in managing its workforce to accomplish its mission
and achieve its goals.
3

These experts included members of university-based retirement research centers, AARP,
Partnership for Public Service, the Merit System Protection Board, and IBM International.
4

These agencies include the Departments of Agriculture, EPA, State, and the Treasury

5

These agencies include the Departments of Agriculture, State, Treasury, the
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC).
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The Role of OPM in
Helping Agencies Hire and
Retain Experienced
Workers

To address this objective, we interviewed officials at OPM and interviewed
other selected federal agencies and private sector experts. Also, we
reviewed previous GAO work relating to older workers and federal human
capital strategies. Our work at OPM included interviews with key officials
and reviews of OPM guidance, training materials, legislative proposals, and
other documents relevant to hiring and retaining older workers, as well as
documents on federal human capital flexibilities.
We conducted our work from April 2008 to January 2009 in accordance
with generally accepted government auditing standards. Those standards
require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate
evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions
based on our audit objectives. We believe that the evidence we obtained
provides a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions.

Page 41

GAO-09-206 Older Workers in the Federal Government

Appendix II: Number and Percentage of
Federal Workers without and with Salary
Reductions Re-employed by CFO Agencies in
Fiscal Year 2007

Appendix II: Number and Percentage of Federal
Workers without and with Salary Reductions Reemployed by CFO Agencies in Fiscal Year 2007
Number of
annuitants
Percentage of
Number of
without
annuitants annuitants with
reduced without reduced
reduced
salaries
salaries
salaries

Percentage
annuitants with
reduced
salaries

Total number
of employees

Total number
of rehired
annuitants

Agriculture

104,975

224

9

4

215

96

Commerce

41,155

62

7

11

54

87

Defense

680,332

2,200

1,930

88

264

12

DHS

166,820

1,081

676

63

399

37

4,352

0

0

na

0

na

15,035

22

1

5

21

95

Agency

Education
Energy
EPA

18,092

18

6

33

12

67

GSA

12,141

31

0

0

31

100

HHS

73,778

101

14

14

81

80

HUD

9,626

20

1

5

19

95

Interior

72,999

149

6

4

141

95

Justice

107,076

60

15

25

41

68

Labor

15,477

41

2

5

38

93

NASA

18,729

31

2

6

29

94

NRC

3,769

95

85

89

10

11

NSF

1,384

14

0

0

14

100

OPM

5,819

29

11

38

18

62

SBA

5,016

56

47

84

9

16

SSA

62,560

199

11

6

185

93

State

10,700

63

41

65

22

35

Transportation

54,315

62

6

10

55

89

116,912

178

101

57

73

41

Treasury
USAID
Veterans Affairs
Total for CFO
agencies

1,370

11

8

73

3

27

255,376

614

266

43

320

52

1,857,808

5,361

3,245

61

2,054

38

Source: GAO analysis of CPDF data as of September 2007.

Note: Data do not include foreign service employees.
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GAO’s Mission

The Government Accountability Office, the audit, evaluation, and
investigative arm of Congress, exists to support Congress in meeting its
constitutional responsibilities and to help improve the performance and
accountability of the federal government for the American people. GAO
examines the use of public funds; evaluates federal programs and policies;
and provides analyses, recommendations, and other assistance to help
Congress make informed oversight, policy, and funding decisions. GAO’s
commitment to good government is reflected in its core values of
accountability, integrity, and reliability.
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