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ABSTRACT 

 

The need to deal with increasingly diverse policy issues and a coming wave 

of baby boomers’ retirements highlight the importance of strategizing about federal 

recruitment and hiring. A clear understanding of factors that affect people’s choice to 

join the government is essential to plan effective strategies. Using a longitudinal data 

set and controlling for demographic factors, this study examines the relationship 

between the probability of choosing a government career and personnel policy 

factors including job fairs, governmental image, and health insurance. A fixed-effect 

analysis of individuals’ choices finds that these policy factors do not have 

statistically significant effects on sector choices, suggesting that personal, intangible 

factors matter more. Further research is needed to identify these factors. 
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Introduction 

Having the right people is the key to an effective government. Looking at the 

recent situation in the United States, though President Obama’s plan on the future 

federal workforce has not been detailed, his remark during the campaign that he aimed 

at making the government cool again (Salamone, 2009) seems to reflect the 

Administration’s need for attracting people to the federal government.   

Recruitment and hiring are one of the biggest challenges facing the U.S. federal 

government for two main reasons. First, the current federal hiring system does not 

fulfill the government’s need to recruit and hire people who have the right skills to 

accomplish its missions. The Government Accountability Office (GAO) put human 

capital management, which includes hiring reform as a critical element, on its high-risk 

list in 2001, and it remains on the list today.  Among other things, GAO emphasized 

the need to improve recruiting and hiring strategies to secure the workforce needed 

(GAO, 2009, p.43). In addition, federal employees themselves feel that their offices are 

not successful in recruiting the right people. The 2008 Federal Human Capital Survey, 

a study of federal employees’ perceptions about their workplace and human resource 

management, found that only about 45% of respondents agree or strongly agree that 

their work units are able to recruit people with the right skills (OPM, 2008). Further, 

the introduction of the Federal Hiring Process Improvement Act of 2009 (S. 736, 2009), 
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which urges hiring process reform, demonstrates that Congressional interest in this 

problem is also high. 

Second is the huge number of vacancies projected in the near future as a result 

of the baby boomers’ retirements. GAO (2008) projects that about one-third of all 

federal employees will be eligible for retirement by 2012, which means the 

government, at least theoretically, would need to hire over 580,000 full-time, 

permanent employees by that date (Uncle Sam Wants You!, 2009, p.1). This makes the 

challenge more urgent and requires prompt action by the federal government. 

Added to the qualitative and quantitative dimensions of the federal hiring 

challenge described above are increasing fiscal pressure and an emerging diversity of 

policy issues. The need to deal with emerging policy issues with fewer resources 

becomes more evident, which makes hiring people with the right skills more important 

to successful public administration.  

 

Motivation for This Study 

As pointed out by GAO, Congress, and other governmental and non- 

governmental institutions, building a federal workforce that matches the changing and 

more complicated roles of the government will require the federal government to take 

several key steps. The first is correcting the deficiencies of the hiring process which is 
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too lengthy, cumbersome, and inflexible to meet urgent human capital needs of federal 

agencies and to encourage a wide range of people to pursue government careers. The 

second is to strategize about recruitment and hiring efforts so that these efforts can 

meet the need for talent effectively with the limited resources available. 

A prerequisite for these efforts to be effective is a clear understanding of what 

factors affect an individual’s choice to work for the federal government. Identifying the 

factors that motivate people to choose or discourage people from pursuing a career in 

the federal government allows the government to plan better recruitment and hiring 

strategies based on what matters to potential employees, and to attract more applicants 

from which to choose. 

This study intends to identify the factors that motivate people to choose or 

discourage people from choosing a federal career and estimate the size of the effects of 

these factors. Such an examination is important for the government to identify the 

areas that deserve its attention and prioritize more effective efforts. Using the data from 

the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), a longitudinal dataset of 

individuals, the study estimates linear probability models to examine the relationship 

between the probability of an individual’s choosing the federal government and federal 

personnel policies. It focuses especially on the effects of four personnel policy factors: 

(1) the image of the government, (2) health insurance as one of benefits the 
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government offers, (3) work-life balance in government, and (4) the recruitment efforts 

to disseminate information about federal jobs and to expose potential applicants to 

federal career options. Until now, the effects of non-pecuniary personnel policies have 

not been extensively examined and identifying the effects of such policies will help the 

federal government maximize the effectiveness of these policies. 

 

Literature Review 

The Determinants of Occupational Choice in General 
The determinants of occupational choice in general provide us with a basic 

framework to examine how individuals determine their jobs. These factors have been 

discussed mainly in the context of labor economic theory. The theory suggests that 

both wages and non-pecuniary job characteristics have impacts on workers’ 

occupational choices. Under the three assumptions that workers maximize their utility, 

that workers know job characteristics of importance to them, and that workers have 

mobility such that they have multiple opportunities to choose from, Ehrenberg and 

Smith (2009) maintain that job characteristics, such as risk of death or injury and job 

security are translated into compensating wage differentials, thereby influencing 

individual occupational decisions and labor supply.  
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Dolton, Makepease, and Van Der Klaauw (1989) study the relationship 

between occupational choice, earnings, and other non-pecuniary job characteristics. 

Using a sample of British college graduates in arts and social science, they estimate a 

multinomial logit model to examine the effects on individual occupational choices of 

predicted future earnings and an occupational social status index (as an indicator of 

non-monetary job characteristics). The results show that occupational social status has 

a statistically significant impact while expected earnings do not. The authors conclude 

that other non-pecuniary characteristics seem to play a role. 

 Lee (2009) insists that not only utility maximization (e.g., monetary 

compensation) but the availability of alternative jobs affect an individual’s sector 

choice. Using data from the 2003-2007 Current Population Survey, Lee examines the 

factors affecting an individual’s choice to work in the non-profit sector over the for-

profit sector or public sector and finds that people working in the education and health 

industries, which have more job opportunities in the non-profit sector, are more likely 

to choose the non-profit sector.  

Gatewood, Gowan, and Lautenschelager (1993) approach the issue from a 

marketing perspective. They study the effects of the corporate image “associated with 

the name of an organization” and the recruitment image “associated with its 

recruitment message” on students’ initial decisions to contact organizations for 
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possible employment. Using a sample of college students, they find that both corporate 

and recruitment images have statistically significant effects on students’ probability of 

responding to the recruitment efforts of an organization. This study suggests that an 

employer can attract applicants by improving its image and recruiting message. 

 

The Factors Affecting a Sectoral Choice 
A variety of studies have specifically focused on the choice between jobs in the 

public and private sectors. Frederickson’s heuristic model (1967) provides a complete 

picture of the determinants of an individual’s choice to work for government. His 

framework consists of two steps: identifying the likelihood that individual will pursue 

government employment and identifying how applicants identified in the first step 

actually take a government job. First, Frederickson argues that the probability of 

considering government jobs depends on attitudes toward public employment, such as 

perceptions about career success, the routine or monotonousness of work, and chances 

of promotion. These perceptions are shaped by underlying personal “background 

variables” including income, race, gender, education, and political affiliation. This 

sequence of factors creates a pool of applicants for government employment. Second, 

this potential applicant pool is affected by public personnel policies, and finally some 

of the applicants decide to take a job. Frederickson identifies a range of possibly 
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influential public personnel policies, including wage levels, benefits, recruiting 

procedures (e.g., how long it takes from a job application to actually taking a position), 

and exams. He also notes that these policies could change the nature of the applicant 

pool. 

Each component of Frederickson’s framework, namely personal characteristics, 

attitudinal and perceptional factors, and personnel policy factors, has been investigated 

in previous studies, which will be reviewed in the following sections. 

 

Personal characteristics 

Blank (1985) points to the importance of individual characteristics and insists 

that differences between the public and private sectors other than compensation might 

attract a worker with specific personal characteristics to the public sector. The author 

hypothesizes that the groups targeted by the government for affirmative action (i.e., 

women, minorities, and veterans), people with higher education, people living in 

locations with a greater availability of government jobs, and people in occupations 

whose demand is stronger in the government than in the private sector would be more 

likely to be employed in the public sector. Using data from the 1979 Current 

Population Survey, Blank’s sectoral choice model suggests that: 1) veterans and 

nonwhites are more likely to be employed in the government, while being female does 
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not have a statistically significant effect; 2) people with higher education are more 

likely to be in the public sector;  3) living in Washington, D.C. has a significant effect 

on choosing the public sector; and 4) of occupation categories including professional, 

administrative, clerical, operative, laborer, and service worker jobs, all have negative 

effects on the probability of public employment, with service workers being the least 

likely to be in government.  

In general, subsequent studies of personal characteristics and employment 

choice confirm Blank’s findings. One exception, however, concerns the effect of being 

female. In contrast to Blank, Lewis and Frank (2002) find that women are more likely 

to be employed in government. 

Bellante and Link (1981) test the prevailing perception that more risk-averse 

individuals will be more likely to work for the government as job security is stronger in 

government than in private employment. Using data from the Panel Study of Income 

Dynamics in 1972, the authors estimate the probability of working in the public sector 

based on an index of innate risk aversion, controlling for an individual’s age, race, sex, 

education, work experience, marital status, and family size. The estimated coefficient 

on risk aversion is highly statistically significant and positive, which suggests a risk-

averse individual has a greater probability of being employed in the public sector than 

an individual with a lower degree of risk aversion. 
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Attitudinal and perceptional factors 

Lewis and Frank (2002) incorporate a more comprehensive set of attitudinal 

and perceptional factors that may affect sector choices. In addition, one remarkable 

feature of their approach is examining the relationship not only between attitudinal 

factors and whether people currently work for government but also between attitudinal 

factors and whether people prefer to work for government regardless of their actual 

employment. By studying the latter, the authors intend to explore the characteristics of 

potential employees. 

Lewis and Frank argue that people’s perceptions of each sector may also affect 

job choice because these perceptions may shape people’s expectations of which sector 

better serves their needs. The authors hypothesize that the importance a person puts on 

various job characteristics, their attitude towards public service, and public service 

motivation could affect their decision to work in the public sector. Using data from the 

General Social Surveys in 1989 and 1998, they estimate two models separately for the 

probability of preferring to work in government and that of actually holding a 

government job. Their results show that valuing job security, public service motivation, 

and being a Democrat as a proxy for attitude towards public service (i.e., favoring 

active roles for the government) have statistically significant and positive effects on the 

probability of preferring a government job. On the other hand, the probability of 
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actually working for government is negatively affected by valuing high income, and 

positively affected by the person’s public service motivation. The results illustrate 

people’s perceptions and attitudes towards public service affect their job choices and 

have different effects on preferring or actually holding a government job. 

Georgellis, Iossa, and Tabvuna (2009) argue that what attracts people to the 

public sector is “intrinsic characteristics,” that is, satisfaction with work in the public 

sector itself rather than “extrinsic benefits,” such as satisfaction with salary, hours 

worked, and job security. Using data from the British Household Panel Survey from 

1991 to 2004, the authors estimate the probability of transition from the private to the 

public sector. Since one’s satisfaction in a particular sector is observed only if the 

person works in that sector, predicted satisfaction is used for estimation regardless of 

the person’s current working sector. The results show that higher predicted satisfaction 

with work in the public sector is associated with a greater probability of transition. On 

the other hand, higher predicted salary and fewer hours worked reduce the probability. 

The study provides evidence that public service motivation matters in sectoral choices. 

 

Job characteristics 

Some of the studies noted above shed light on the effects of job characteristics 

on job choices. For example, Bellante and Link (1981) provide evidence that the 
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stronger job security of government jobs affects an individual’s job decision. Blank 

(1985) suggests that the type of job (e.g., administrative, clerical, and operative) also 

impacts on sector choices. 

In addition, Heywood and Mohanty (1995) find that the attractiveness of union 

jobs affects an individual’s choice to seek government employment. Since unionized 

jobs have advantages in wages, fringes, and non-pecuniary benefits, and government 

jobs are more unionized than private ones, the authors predict a federal job is more 

appealing to workers looking for a unionized position. Using data from the 1983 

Current Population Survey, they find that predicted desire for union jobs has a 

significant, positive effect on an individual’s choice to seek a federal job.  

 

Personnel policy factors 

Some of the studies described above have also touched influence of personnel 

policy factors. Blank (1985) and Lewis and Frank (2002) examine the effects on sector 

choice of personal characteristics, such as being female, minority, or a veteran, given 

the government’s equal employment and veteran’s preference hiring policies. In 

addition, Lewis and Frank (2002) find that the probability of actually holding a 

government job is positively affected by personal contact with government workers 

(i.e., having parent(s) working for government). This finding indicates the importance 



 

12 

of job information dissemination, which can be improved by government recruitment 

strategies. 

So far, the empirical research on the effects of personnel policy factors has 

focused mainly on compensation policies, such as remuneration and fringe benefits. 

For example, Krueger (1988) examines the relationship between the application rate 

for federal jobs and the wage and benefits differentials between the public and private 

sectors over time. Using data from 1951 to 1985, Kruger finds that the wage 

differential has a large, significant, positive effect on the federal job application rate, 

while the ratio of fringe benefits in the federal government relative to those in the 

private sector does not have a significant impact. He refers to the possibility that 

prospective applicants might not be aware of the availability or advantages of federal 

fringe benefits, such as pension and health insurance. 

Some studies, however, suggest that personnel policy factors other than 

monetary incentives might influence individual job decisions to work for the 

government. Four of these factors are especially important: information availability 

about federal jobs; the image of the federal government; work-life balance; and timely 

job decisions. The U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board (1988) surveyed 101 deans 

and other officials at universities in 1985 and 1986, and found that a “lack of general 

information on [f]ederal career opportunities” and the negative image of the federal 
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“bureaucracy” were major obstacles for college students considering a career in the 

federal government. Similarly, Partnership for Public Service and Universum (2009) 

conducted a survey of about 32,000 American undergraduates in 2008 and point out 

that their fear about federal “bureaucracy” and “red tape” has an adverse impact on 

recruitment. The latter two findings are consistent with the finding of Gatewood, 

Gowan, and Lautenschelager (1993) that the image of an organization affects 

recruitment.  

In addition, GAO (2003) points out that the lengthy federal hiring process 

impedes government’s ability to hire people. In fact, the average time needed to fill a 

vacancy in fiscal year 2002 was 102 days. In the testimony before the Senate’s 

Subcommittee on the Oversight of Government Management, it was pointed out that 

the hiring process for a federal employee can comprise more than 110 steps, and that 

some applicants have to wait a year or longer to get a job offer (Uncle Sam Wants 

You!, 2009, p.6).  Finally, Partnership for Public Service and Universum (2009) reveal 

that “lack of control over working hours” is perceived as one of major weaknesses of 

federal employment, while work-life balance is a priority for 61% of respondents.  

My review of the literatures indicates that few statistical studies have been 

conducted to investigate the relationship between an individual’s sector choice and 

personnel policy factors other than compensation. In addition, focusing on the factors 
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over which the government could have control might be useful in terms of future 

policy improvements. Therefore, this study primarily focuses on the effects of 

personnel policy factors including hours worked, a factor that affects personal work-

life balance; recruitment strategies such as how well the federal government 

disseminates job information and markets the image of the government; and timeliness 

of hiring decisions by the government. The study also examines the effect of health 

insurance, fringe benefits that have not been specifically studied. My secondary 

interest is in using recent data to update the research on the effect of salary on job 

choice. 

 

Institutional Background 

Basic elements of federal personnel policies are mandated by the Title 5 of the 

United States Code. OPM and each executive agency share the responsibilities for 

human resource regulations and management.  As the federal government’s central 

personnel agency, OPM is charged with issuing and enforcing relevant regulations in 

accordance with Congressional legislation and executive orders, aiding the President 

by policy recommendations relating to the selection, performance, and pay of 

employees, and conducting research to improve personnel management (5 U.S.C. 

§1103). Especially, with regard to policies affecting hiring, OPM administers hiring 
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examinations, disseminates information about federal jobs through websites and career 

fairs, and centrally administers pay, benefits, and  other working conditions. Other 

agencies are delegated the responsibility of carrying out individual human resource 

management functions including examining applicants and making individual hiring 

decisions (5 U.S.C. §1104).  

This study aims at helping these government agencies improve their hiring 

strategies and practices. 

 

Methodological Approach and Underlying Conceptual Model 

Based on labor economic theory and Frederickson’s heuristic model (1967), the 

present study assumes that an individual’s sector job choice depends on personal utility 

and personnel policy factors: 

 Job Choice = f (Utility, Personnel Policy Factors) 

First, according to economic theory, this study assumes that people try to 

maximize their utility when they make a job choice. Personal characteristics, such as 

race, gender, educational attainment, veteran status, and disability, affect an 

individual’s utility associated with choosing a particular sector because a person’s 

preferences are, at least, partially formed by these characteristics and how these 

characteristics are treated differently in each sector. 
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Second, I hypothesize that personnel policy factors also affect an individual’s 

job choice in two ways. Some personnel policy factors, such as monetary incentives 

and work-life balance, influence a sectoral choice by changing people’s utility 

calculations. Others, including the image of the government, federal recruitment efforts 

to disseminate information about federal career opportunities, and timeliness of hiring 

decisions by the government, have impacts on an individual choice by changing 

people’s perceptions about the government and the availability of federal jobs, and 

people’s preferences. 

 

Empirical Model and Estimation Strategy 

Built on this conceptual model, this study estimates three linear probability 

models that examine the probability of an individual’s choosing the government. The 

first model intends to examine the factors that affect an individual’s choice to work for 

the federal government. Using a cross-sectional data set, I estimate the probability of a 

person’s working for the federal government at a certain point in time and the effects 

of personnel policy factors and personal characteristics on their employment choice. 

Pr (Working for the federal government) 

= β0 + β1 Personnel Policy Factors + β2 Personal Characteristics + ε 
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The second model estimates the effects of the same set of independent variables 

(except for time-invariant variables including race and gender) with person-fixed 

effects. It is possible that unmeasured personal characteristics, such as motivation, 

ambition, and public cause, are correlated with independent variables in the model. As 

an effort to deal with this potential endogeneity problem, this model tries to control for 

factors that do not vary within an individual over time with a panel data set that 

consists of data at three different points in time.  

Pr (Working for the federal government)it 

= β0 + β1 Personnel Policy Factorsit + β2 Personal Characteristicsit + αi + εit 

The third model examines what induces people to choose the government by 

focusing specifically on job transitions to the public sector. The model estimates the 

probability of an individual who worked in the private sector or was unemployed at 

certain point in time moving into the public sector in a later period. Due to a limited 

number of transitions to the federal government, instead of looking at job transitions to 

federal employment, transitions to all public sector (federal, state, and local 

governments combined) are examined. To see whether there are structural differences 

between people formerly working in the private sector and others, I estimate separate 

models for transitions from the entire labor force and transitions from the private sector. 
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Pr (Working in public sectort | Working in private sector or unemployed t-1) 

= β0 + β1 Personnel Policy Factorst-1 + β2 Personal Characteristicst-1 +ε 

Hereafter, the first and second models are referred to as the “federal models” 

and the third model is called the “transition model.” 

 

Description of Data 

The main data used in this study are from the SIPP 2004 panel. The SIPP is a 

longitudinal survey by the U.S. Census Bureau of the U.S. civilian non-

institutionalized population. The 2004 panel consists of over 50,000 households and 

covers a four-year period from 2004 to 2008. The panel feature of SIPP allows us to 

track individuals over time. Each respondent in the sample is interviewed every 4 

months to collect information on general demographics, income, and labor force 

information for the previous 4 months.  The data on each 4-month period are called a 

wave. The SIPP 2004 panel consists of 12 waves (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001).  

The present study focuses on the sector choice of civilians in the labor force 

aged 18 to 64. The first model (federal cross-section model) uses wave 1 of the 2004 

SIPP panel, which provides 51,717 observations after excluding 295 non-civilians, 

43,069 people out of the age cohort, and 15,888 people who were not in the labor force. 

The second model (federal fixed-effect model) uses waves 1, 6, and 12. The same 
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sample selection criteria provide: (1) 44,557 observations for wave 6 after excluding 

172 non-civilians, 37,296 observations out of the age cohort, and 12,301 observations 

who were not in the labor force; and (2) 18,890 observations for wave 12 after 

excluding 60 non-civilians, 16,211 observation out of the age cohort, and 5,754 

observations who were not in the labor force. Together with wave 1, these give us a 

total of 115,164 observations. Of these, I use individuals in all three waves, which 

produces 38,199 observations.1 The third model (transition model) uses waves 1 and 

12 to see whether a person moved into the public sector during the period. Of a total of 

70,607 observations that meet the sample selection criteria, 14,262 observations that 

were in both waves are used for the analysis.  

 

Dependent Variables 
The dependent variable for the federal models is FEDWORKER, indicating 

whether an individual worked for the federal government. Using a variable in SIPP that 

indicates the class of a worker, FEDWORKER is set equal to 1 if the class of a worker 

is a federal worker, and is set to equal to 0 otherwise. 

The dependent variable for the transition model is TRANSITION, a dummy 

variable indicating whether a person moved into the public sector between waves 1 and 

12. TRANSITION is set equal to 1 if the class of a worker in wave 1 is not a federal, 
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state, or local worker (I run two separate models for transition from the entire labor 

force and from the private sector) and if the class of that worker in wave 12 is a federal, 

state, or local worker, and is set equal to 0 otherwise.  

 

Independent Variables 
Key variables (personnel policy factors) 

First, a set of key variables specifically focusing on the effects of personnel 

policies are examined. Since SIPP does not have these data, some of the key 

independent variables are linked to the SIPP data set from other datasets using a state 

identifier of SIPP (FIPS State Code).  

To examine the effect of benefits, the model includes a variable for the health 

insurance offer gap. The insurance component of the Medical Expenditure Panel 

Survey by the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality provides us with the 

percentage of private-sector establishments that offer health insurance in each state. 

Using the data for firms with less than 50 employees, the health insurance offer rate 

gap (HIGAP) is the ratio of the offer rate for federal (federal models) or all levels of 

government (transition model) workers to that for private sector workers. For the 

federal government, the offer rate is 100 percent. The comparable data for state and 

local levels, however, are not available. Therefore, I assume the offer rate is 100 
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percent for the public sector. The variable is generated by state and assigned to any 

individual who lives in that state. 

The image of the federal government is included to see the effect of federal 

image created by federal recruitment and marketing efforts. I use a variable from the 

General Social Surveys (GSS) by the National Opinion Research Center at University 

of Chicago that indicates a person’s confidence in the executive branch of the federal 

government. The variable ranges from 1 to 3, with a smaller value indicating stronger 

confidence. Since GSS has only 10 region identifiers, I assign the mean value of each 

region to any individual in SIPP who lives in that region (GOVIMAGE). Although this 

variable indicates the image of federal government, it is also included in the transition 

model because the federal government’s image reflects people’s perceptions about the 

public sector in general and might affect people’s decisions to move into the public 

sector. 

A variable indicating the federal effort to disseminate information on federal 

career opportunities is also included. Since it is difficult to find a comprehensive 

indicator of federal recruitment efforts, I focus specifically on job fairs held by the 

federal agencies because according to Partnership for Public Service and Universum 

(2009), college graduates they survey appreciate job fairs. Partnership for Public 

Service and Universum (2009) find that 42 percent of American undergraduates prefer 
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to collect information by attending job fairs. Since no official statistics are available on 

how many federal job fairs are held each year, I use a series of press releases by OPM 

to determine whether “Working for America” recruitment fairs were held in each state 

during 2004. JOBFAIR is set equal to 1 if OPM held recruitment fairs in a state where 

a respondent of SIPP lived, and to 0 otherwise. The variable is omitted from the second 

model because the information is available only for 2004 and it is omitted from the 

third model because federal job fairs are not supposed to affect the employment of 

other levels of government. 

To see the effect of work-life balance, the models include the hours worked 

differential between the public and private sectors. To measure this gap, the study uses 

the SIPP data to calculate the ratio of the average hours worked per week of federal 

workers (federal models) or all public sector workers (transition model) to that of 

private sector workers. To avoid an extreme dispersion, only full-time or equivalent 

workers (i.e., people working 35 or more hours per week) in the data are used to 

generate the variable. This variable, HRSGAP, is created by state and assigned to all 

individuals who live in the state. 

In addition to these variables, I also include salary differentials to update 

knowledge about the effect of salary on a job choice. In the federal models, the ratio of 

the average salary of federal employees to the average salary of private sector 
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employees is calculated, using SIPP data to measure the salary gap between the two. 

For the transition model, the ratio of the average salary of all public sector employees 

to the average salary of private sector employees is used. Again, only full-time or 

equivalent workers (i.e., persons working 35 or more hours per week) are used to 

generate the variable. The variable, SALGAP, is generated by state and assigned to all 

individuals who live in the state. 

Unfortunately, a variable indicating the timeliness of federal job decisions is 

not available and omitted from the models. 

 

Other variables 

Since most of the personnel policy variables are state or regional aggregates, a 

set of state-level variables that might affect federal or public employment are used to 

control for state characteristics. First, to control for the availability of federal or public 

jobs, the log of the number of federal employees (the first model) and the log of the 

number of public employees (the third model) in each state are included. Second, 

unemployment rates are included. As Kruger (1988) argues, since federal job 

opportunities are less likely to be affected by the business cycle, a change in the 

unemployment rate can be considered as reflecting a change in job opportunities in the 

private sector. The job availability in the competing sector will certainly affect federal 
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employment and should be controlled. Third, to capture the effect of population 

concentration on recruitment strategies, I also include the log of the state population in 

the first and third models. 

The models also include a set of independent variables for personal 

characteristics. AGE is a respondent’s age in years. A dummy variable FEMALE is 

equal to 1 if a person is female, and 0 otherwise. MINORITY is equal to 0 if a person is 

white and non-Hispanic, and 0 otherwise. MARRIED is equal to 1 if a person is 

married, and 0 if a person is widowed, divorced, separated, or has never been married. 

CHILDREN indicates the total number of children under 18 years old in the family. In 

the federal models, a dummy variable CITIZEN is included which is equal to 1 if a 

person is a U.S. citizen and 0 otherwise. Executive Order No.11935, 1976 requires U.S. 

citizenship for federal employment and only the approval of OPM enables an 

exception. Therefore, citizen status should be included to control for this difference in 

people’s ability to apply for federal jobs. 

A dummy variable VETERAN is included because veterans are more likely to 

work for government presumably because of veteran preference hiring policy. 

VETERAN is equal to 1 if a person is a veteran, and 0 otherwise. Also, people with a 

disability might prefer government employment in terms of job security and equal 

employment policy. A dummy variable DISABLE is included to capture this effect. 
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DISABLE is set to 1 if a person has a physical, mental, or other health conditions that 

limits the kind or amount of work the person can do, and 0 otherwise. 

Blank (1985) finds that people with higher education are more likely to be 

employed by the government. To examine the effect of education, 6 dummy variables 

are created based on categories used in Blank (1985). People with less than 9 years of 

education are indicated by ELT9; people with 9 to 11 years of education (including 12 

years with no diploma) are indicated by ELT12; people with a high school diploma are 

indicated by EHS; people with 13 to 15 years of education (e.g., vocational school) are 

ELT16; people with a Bachelor’s degree are EBACH; and people with more than 16 

years of education are EMT16.  The baseline category is EHS and is excluded from the 

model. 

Heywood and Mohanty (1995) suggest that the desire for union jobs may have 

a positive effect on public sector employment. Thus, a dummy variable UNION is 

included to examine the effect. Also, in addition to state-level controls for federal or 

public job opportunities, a dummy variable DC is included in the federal models to see 

if a person who lives in Washington, D.C. has different behavior that affects a job 

choice. For example, it is possible that a more federal-government-oriented person 

chooses to stay in Washington, D.C. to look for federal jobs. DC is equal to 1 if a 

person lives in D.C., and 0 otherwise. With a similar intention, a dummy variable 
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METRO is included in all models which equals 1 if a person lives in a metropolitan 

area, and 0 otherwise.  

Table 1 displays descriptive statistics of variables used in the federal cross-

section model (i.e., model 1). About 3 percent of the sample are federal workers. To 

examine whether federal workers are systematically different from other workers in 

terms of characteristics measured by independent variables, differences in means 

between the two groups are presented in Table 2. Federal workers, on average, enjoy a 

larger sectoral salary differential and live in a state with greater confidence in the 

federal government. Contrary to my expectation, however, federal workers are exposed 

to fewer job fairs and relatively longer working hours and experience a smaller health 

insurance offer gap. 

Table 3 shows descriptive statistics of variables used in the transition model 

(i.e., model 3). About 3 percent of the sample experienced a job transition to the public 

sector between wave 1 and wave 12. Table 4 looks at differences in means between the 

transition group and non-transition group. It reveals that no difference between the two 

with regard to personnel policy factors is statistically significant. On average, however, 

the transition group is younger and includes more females and fewer low-educated 

individuals. 
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Variables in the Federal Model 

Variable Description Mean 
Std. 
Dev. 

Min Max 

Dependent Variable     
FEDWORKER Binary variable(BV) =1 if a person works 

for the federal government 
0.032 0.167 0 1 

      
Independent Variables     
Personnel Policy Factors     
HIGAP Health insurance offer rate in the federal 

government / that in the private sector  
2.504 0.528 1.305 4.167 

GOVIMAGE Ordinal measure of the federal 
government image on 3 point scale with a 
smaller value representing stronger 
confidence 

2.107 0.055 2.042 2.222 

JOBFAIR BV =1 if OPM held job fair(s) in a state 0.300 0.413 0 1 
HRSGAP Average federal hours worked / average 

private hours worked 
0.974 0.035 0.804 1.228 

SALGAP Average federal salary / average private 
salary 

1.231 0.217 0.771 1.993 

      
Personal Characteristics     
AGE Respondent’s age 39.027 11.976 18 64 
FEMALE BV = 1 if respondent is female 0.485 0.500 0 1 
MINORITY BV = 0 if respondent is white and non-

Hispanic 
0.309 0.450 0 1 

CITIZEN BV = 1 if respondent is a U.S. citizen 0.917 0.264 0 1 
VETERAN BV = 1 if respondent is a veteran 0.085 0.284 0 1 
DISABLE BV =1 if respondent has a disability 0.045 0.225 0 1 
MARRIED BV = 1 if respondent is married 0.574 0.493 0 1 
CHILDREN Number of children under 18 0.804 1.134 0 12 
DC BV = 1 if respondent lives in DC 0.003 0.039 0 1 
METRO BV = 1 if respondent lives in a 

metropolitan area 
0.847 0.392 0 1 

ELT9 BV = 1 if respondent has less than 9 years 
of education 

0.038 0.185 0 1 
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(Table 1 continued)     
     
ELT12 BV = 1 if respondent has less than 12 

years of education 
0.064 0.254 0 1 

EHS BV =1 if respondent has a high school 
diploma 

0.242 0.431 0 1 

ELT16 BV =1 if respondent has 13 to 15 years of 
education 

0.379 0.484 0 1 

EBACH BV =1 if respondent has a Bachelor’s 
degree 

0.186 0.384 0 1 

EMT16 BV = 1 if respondent has a Master’s 
degree or higher 

0.092 0.291 0 1 

UNION BV = 1 if respondent is a union member 0.144 0.348 0 1 
N = 51,717 
 
Source: Author’s analysis of data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation 2004 panel, the 
General Social Surveys, the insurance component of the Medical Expenditure Panel Survey, and the 
press release of the Office of Personnel Management.  
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Table 2: Differences in Means between Federal Workers and Others 

Variable 
Federal 

Workers 
Others t-statistic p > |t| 

 

Independent Variables      
Personnel Policy Factors      
HIGAP 2.472 2.505 -1.790 0.074 * 
GOVIMAGE 2.099 2.107 -5.260 0.000 *** 
JOBFAIR 0.215 0.303 -6.310 0.000 *** 
HRSGAP 0.977 0.974 3.150 0.002 *** 
SALGAP 1.289 1.229 9.440 0.000 *** 
      
Personal Characteristics      
AGE 43.776 38.871 14.670 0.000 *** 
FEMALE 0.432 0.487 -3.930 0.000 *** 
MINORITY 0.331 0.308 1.550 0.122  
CITIZEN 0.984 0.915 16.980 0.000 *** 
VETERAN 0.277 0.079 15.250 0.000 *** 
DISABLE 0.067 0.044 3.030 0.002 *** 
MARRIED 0.652 0.571 5.500 0.000 *** 
CHILDREN 0.712 0.807 -3.090 0.002 *** 
DC 0.012 0.002 1.880 0.060 * 
METRO 0.851 0.847 0.370 0.713  
ELT9 0.004 0.039 -14.020 0.000 *** 
ELT12 0.022 0.065 -9.050 0.000 *** 
EHS 0.198 0.244 -3.810 0.000 *** 
ELT16 0.412 0.378 2.280 0.022 ** 
EBACH 0.230 0.184 3.670 0.000 *** 
EMT16 0.133 0.090 4.320 0.000 *** 
UNION 0.307 0.139 11.780 0.000 *** 

N = 51,717 
 
Source: Author’s analysis of data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation 2004 panel, the 
General Social Surveys, the insurance component of the Medical Expenditure Panel Survey, and the 
press release of the Office of Personnel Management. 
 
Note: *p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01. 
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Table 3: Descriptive Statistics of Variables in the Transition Model 

Variable Description Mean 
Std. 
Dev. 

Min Max 

Dependent Variable     
TRANSITION Binary variable(BV) =1 if a person 

moved into the public sector 
0.029 0.169 0 1 

      
Independent Variables     
Personnel Policy Factors     
HIGAP Health insurance offer rate in the public 

sector / that in the private sector  
2.504 0.524 1.305 4.167 

GOVIMAGE Ordinal measure of the federal 
government image on 3 point scale with a 
smaller value representing stronger 
confidence 

2.108 0.054 2.042 2.222 

HRSGAP Average public hours worked / average 
private hours worked 

0.979 0.019 0.844 1.083 

SALGAP Average public salary / average private 
salary 

1.055 0.115 0.780 1.531 

      
Personal Characteristics     
AGE Respondent’s age 38.562 10.984 18 63 
FEMALE BV = 1 if respondent is female 0.477 0.499 0 1 
MINORITY BV = 0 if respondent is white and non-

Hispanic 
0.287 0.446 0 1 

VETERAN BV = 1 if respondent is a veteran 0.084 0.275 0 1 
DISABLE BV =1 if respondent has a disability 0.038 0.195 0 1 
MARRIED BV = 1 if respondent is married 0.583 0.488 0 1 
CHILDREN Number of children under 18 0.856 1.147 0 9 
METRO BV = 1 if respondent lives in a 

metropolitan area 
0.824 0.401 0 1 

ELT9 BV = 1 if respondent has less than 9 years 
of education 

0.037 0.186 0 1 

ELT12 BV = 1 if respondent has less than 12 
years of education 

0.055 0.235 0 1 

EHS BV =1 if respondent has a high school 
diploma 

0.230 0.422 0 1 
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(Table 3 continued)     
      
ELT16 BV =1 if respondent has 13 to 15 years of 

education 
0.386 0.484 0 1 

EBACH BV =1 if respondent has a Bachelor’s 
degree 

0.191 0.396 0 1 

EMT16 BV = 1 if respondent has a Master’s 
degree or higher 

0.100 0.305 0 1 

UNION BV = 1 if respondent is a union member 0.144 0.353 0 1 
N = 14,262 
 
Source: Author’s analysis of data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation 2004 panel, the 
General Social Surveys, and the insurance component of the Medical Expenditure Panel Survey. 
 



 

32 

Table 4: Differences in Means between People with and without Transition 

Variable 
People with 
Transition 

People 
without 

Transition 
t-statistic  p > |t| 

 

Independent Variables      
Personnel Policy Factors      
HIGAP 2.553 2.503 1.150 0.250  
GOVIMAGE 2.105 2.107 -0.650 0.514  
HRSGAP 0.977 0.979 -1.490 0.135  
SALGAP 1.053 1.055 -0.320 0.750  
      
Personal Characteristics      
AGE 33.774 38.703 -5.840 0.000 *** 
FEMALE 0.655 0.472 5.310 0.000 *** 
MINORITY 0.301 0.286 0.430 0.670  
VETERAN 0.054 0.084 -1.870 0.062 * 
DISABLE 0.034 0.038 -0.330 0.745  
MARRIED 0.477 0.586 -2.980 0.003 *** 
CHILDREN 0.839 0.857 -0.230 0.818  
METRO 0.780 0.826 -1.540 0.125  
ELT9 0.008 0.038 -5.420 0.000 *** 
ELT12 0.031 0.056 -2.180 0.029 ** 
EHS 0.195 0.231 -1.240 0.214  
ELT16 0.439 0.384 1.490 0.137  
EBACH 0.214 0.191 0.720 0.474  
EMT16 0.114 0.100 0.650 0.514  
UNION 0.049 0.147 -6.660 0.000 *** 

N = 14,262 
 
Source: Author’s analysis of data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation 2004 panel, the 
General Social Surveys, and the insurance component of the Medical Expenditure Panel Survey. 

 
Note: *p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01. 
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Results 

Model 1: Federal Cross-Section Model 
The first column of Table 5 presents results for the entire labor force. Of five 

personnel policy factors, all but the hours worked variable are statistically significant. 

If the ratio of the average federal salary to the private sector salary in a state increases 

by 1, the probability of a person in that state choosing a federal job increases by 0.013. 

If a state’s average level of confidence in the executive branch of the federal 

government decreases by 1 on an ordinal scale of 1 to 3, the probability of a person in 

the state choosing a federal employment decreases by 0.067.   

Contrary to my expectation, however, the health insurance offer rate gap has a 

negative effect on an individual’s choice of the federal government. If the ratio of the 

average health insurance offer rate of the federal government to that of the private 

sector in a state goes up by 1, the probability of a person in the state choosing a federal 

job goes down by 0.006.  If the variable represents a pure effect of the differentials in 

working conditions and workers value health insurance, the coefficient is expected to 

be positive. One possible explanation is that a trade-off exists between salary and 

fringe benefits including health insurance. Economic theory suggests that if workers 

value health insurance, employers can cut down wages in exchange for health 

insurance coverage. This compensating wage argument would be plausible if a state 
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with a large health insurance gap has a relatively small gap in salary and we assume 

that the effect of the salary gap dominates. However, in the data, the salary gap and the 

health insurance offer rate gap are positively correlated (r = 0.251). The argument does 

not seem to apply to the state-level aggregate.  

Another possibility is that the health insurance variable picks up effect(s) of 

omitted variable(s). The gap in the health insurance offer rate might be correlated with 

attitudes towards the government (e.g., opinions on the appropriate scope and size of 

the federal government). This possibility is suspected from the fact that states with low 

health insurance offer rates in the private sector (below 30%) include Arkansas, 

Louisiana, Mississippi, Montana, Oklahoma, Texas, and Wyoming, states which have 

a relatively high proportion of Republican voters.  In fact, it turns out that the health 

insurance offer rate gap and percentage of the Republican voters in a state2 are highly 

and positively correlated (r = 0.69) and theoretically, attitude towards healthcare can be 

correlated with political affiliation. However, when included in the model, the 

percentage of Republican voters in a state by itself was not statistically significant.  

Conjecturing from these facts, something that is correlated with political affiliation and 

related to the one’s view on the government (and that is not captured by the confidence 

in the federal government variable) might be negatively correlated with the health 

insurance gap, and bias the estimate downward. 
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In addition, unexpectedly, a person living in a state where OPM held a job fair 

has a 0.006 lower probability of choosing the federal government.  Again, if the job 

fair variable represents a pure impact of federal efforts to disseminate job information 

and to recruit, the coefficient is expected to be positive. One possible explanation for 

the unexpected result may be that the job fair variable is endogenous: federal 

recruitment efforts might have been made in states which need an extra push to hire 

capable people. It is likely that the federal government puts more resources into states 

where competition for talents is intense. In fact, the job fairs were held in large cities, 

including Detroit, Denver, Miami, San Diego, and New York. As described in the data 

section, I controlled for the unemployment rate in each state as an indicator of private 

job availability. However, it is possible that there were other, unobserved factors 

affecting the intensity of competition for talent in a state (e.g., the quality or 

attractiveness of private sector jobs) that remained in the error term and might have 

biased the coefficient on JOBFAIR upward.  

Overall, the effects of other demographic variables are consistent with the 

previous studies. Minorities, veterans, the disabled, people with union membership, 

and people with higher education (higher than a high school diploma) have greater 

probabilities of joining the federal government. People with low education (less than 

12 years) have lower probabilities. Being female, marital status, and number of 
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children do not seem to affect people’s choices. People living in Washington, D.C. or 

other metropolitan areas do not show systematically different behavior in a job choice 

once the number of federal employees as an indicator of federal job opportunities in 

each state is controlled for. 

The second column shows the results focusing only on the federal and private 

workers, where FEDWORKER = 1 if a person works for the federal government and 

FEDWORKER = 0 if a person is a private worker. Looking at the choice between the 

federal and private jobs gives us basically the same results as in the previous results. 

Several factors, however, have stronger effects in this model than the previous one. A 

decrease in confidence in the federal executive branch has a larger negative impact on 

the probability of choosing a federal job (-0.095). Having higher education (Bachelor’s 

and higher) has coefficients that are about twice as large as those in the previous model. 

 In addition, I carried out a more detailed analysis by looking at different age 

cohorts. According to Fiscal Year 2005 data from OPM’s Central Personnel Data File, 

the number of new hires decreased with the age of the applicants. About 33.7% of new 

hires were aged 20 to 29, 21.7% were aged 30 to 39, 20.5% were 40 to 49, and 12.0% 

were aged 50 to 59. However, baby boomers’ retirements accompanied by an aging 

population might create a need for the federal government to reach out to older age 

groups to a greater degree. Even if the main focus of hiring efforts remains on the 
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younger cohorts, analyzing the differences among age groups, if any, will be helpful in 

planning future hiring strategies.  

Table 6 provides the regression results for the four age cohorts described above.  

Only a few personnel policy variables are statistically significant at 5% level. The 

hours worked gap has a positive effect on people aged 20 to 29. This seems opposite to 

the hypothesis that young people value work-life balance and that longer hours relative 

to the private sector will have a negative impact on the probability of choosing the 

federal government. One possible explanation is that starting salary in the federal 

government is so low (Partnership for Public Service & Universum, 2009) that it 

makes young workers prefer longer hours to compensate. A decrease in confidence in 

the federal government has a statistically significant and substantial effect on people 

aged 50 to 59, with the coefficient being about three times as large as that for the entire 

labor force (-0.243). The gap in the health insurance offer rate also has a significant 

effect in the 50 to 59 age group. As discussed above, this effect is possibly a result of 

omitted variable bias. The fact that the health insurance variable is significant at 5% 

level only in the oldest age cohort is consistent with my conjecture that the bias may be 

related to Republican political affiliation. Older generations are more likely to support 

Republican candidates than younger generations; therefore, omitted variable bias might 

be more evident in this age cohort.  
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With regard to demographic variables, the effects of being a minority person 

and having a Bachelor’s degree get stronger with age, as shown in the magnitudes of 

the coefficients on these variables. The effect of being a minority on people in their 

fifties is more than double the magnitude of the effect on people in their twenties. This 

indicates that although federal jobs are attractive to minorities of all ages, the degree of 

attractiveness of the federal employment to minorities is relatively less in young people, 

suggesting that the attractiveness of equal employment policy is weaker for the 

younger generations. Similarly, the effect of having a Bachelor’s degree for people in 

their fifties is almost four times as large as that for people in their twenties. 
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Table 5: OLS Coefficients for Model 1: Federal Cross-Section Model 

Independent Variables (1) Entire Labor Force  
(2) Only Federal and 

Private Workers 
Personnel Policy Factors    
HIGAP (federal/private) -0.006 

(0.002) 
*** -0.006 

(0.002) 
** 

GOVIMAGE -0.067 
(0.024) 

*** -0.095 
(0.027) 

*** 

JOBFAIR -0.006 
(0.003) 

** -0.006 
(0.003) 

* 

HRSGAP (federal/private) 0.034 
(0.028) 

 0.043 
(0.032) 

 

SALGAP (federal/private) 0.013 
(0.006) 

** 0.015 
(0.007) 

** 

     
Personal Characteristics     
AGE 0.000 

(0.000) 
*** 0.001 

(0.000) 
*** 

FEMALE 0.001 
(0.002) 

 0.008 
(0.002) 

*** 

MINORITY 0.013 
(0.002) 

*** 0.016 
(0.003) 

*** 

CITIZEN 0.016 
(0.002) 

*** 0.020 
(0.002) 

*** 

VETERAN 0.069 
(0.006) 

*** 0.078 
(0.006) 

*** 

DISABLE 0.012 
(0.005) 

** 0.015 
(0.006) 

** 

MARRIED 0.002 
(0.002) 

 0.002 
(0.002) 

 

CHILDREN -0.000 
(0.001) 

 -0.001 
(0.001) 

 

DC 0.073 
(0.048) 

 0.084 
(0.055) 

 

METRO -0.001 
(0.002) 

 -0.004 
(0.003) 
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(Table 5 continued)     
     
ELT9 -0.010 

(0.003) 
*** -0.009 

(0.003) 
*** 

ELT12 -0.010 
(0.003) 

*** -0.011 
(0.003) 

*** 

ELT16 0.007 
(0.002) 

*** 0.010 
(0.003) 

*** 

EBACH 0.015 
(0.003) 

*** 0.026 
(0.003) 

*** 

EMT16 0.018 
(0.004) 

*** 0.044 
(0.005) 

*** 

UNION 0.040 
(0.004) 

*** 0.085 
(0.006) 

*** 

Constant 0.176 
(0.076) 

** 0.225 
(0.087) 

*** 

                 R2 0.035  0.053  
                 N 42,386  36,218  

 
Source: Author’s analysis of data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation 2004 panel, the 
General Social Surveys, the insurance component of the Medical Expenditure Panel Survey, and the 
press release of the Office of Personnel Management. 
 
Notes: 
1.  Standard errors are in parentheses.  
2.  *p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01. 
3. For educational attainment, high school diploma is the baseline category and omitted from the model. 
4.  Although the results are not reported, three state characteristics data of 2004 are included and the 
coefficients are statistically significant: (1) the log of the number of federal employees in a state; (2) the 
log of the population in a state; and (3) the unemployment rate in a state. 
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Table 6: OLS Coefficients for Model 1: Federal Cross-Section Model  
by Age Cohorts 

 
Independent Variables 20 - 29  30 – 39  40 - 49  50 – 59  
Personnel Policy Factors        
HIGAP  
(federal/private) 

0.003 
(0.004) 

 -0.004 
(0.004) 

 -0.008 
(0.004) 

* -0.014 
(0.007) 

** 

GOVIMAGE 0.074 
(0.048) 

 -0.080 
(0.044) 

* -0.070 
(0.050) 

 -0.243 
(0.072) 

*** 

JOBFAIR -0.004 
(0.004) 

 -0.005 
(0.005) 

 -0.006 
(0.006) 

 -0.017 
(0.009) 

* 

HRSGAP  
(federal/private) 

0.101 
(0.048) 

** 0.028 
(0.052) 

 -0.015 
(0.056) 

 0.018 
(0.098) 

 

SALGAP 
 (federal/private) 

0.007 
(0.013) 

 0.001 
(0.012) 

 0.024 
(0.013) 

* 0.007 
(0.020) 

 

         
Personal Characteristics        
AGE -0.000 

(0.001) 
 0.000 

(0.001) 
 0.002 

(0.001) 
** -0.002 

(0.001) 
 

FEMALE -0.001 
(0.003) 

 0.002 
(0.003) 

 0.005 
(0.004) 

 -0.004 
(0.006) 

 

MINORITY 0.011 
(0.004) 

*** 0.008 
(0.004) 

* 0.018 
(0.005) 

*** 0.025 
(0.009) 

*** 

CITIZEN 0.014 
(0.003) 

*** 0.011 
(0.004) 

*** 0.021 
(0.005) 

*** 0.023 
(0.010) 

** 

VETERAN 0.122 
(0.025) 

*** 0.050 
(0.011) 

*** 0.080 
(0.011) 

*** 0.066 
(0.011) 

*** 

DISABLE 0.010 
(0.012) 

 0.004 
(0.008) 

 0.003 
(0.010) 

 0.028 
(0.015) 

* 

MARRIED 0.001 
(0.003) 

 0.003 
(0.003) 

 0.004 
(0.004) 

 -0.000 
(0.007) 

 

CHILDREN -0.004 
(0.001) 

*** 0.002 
(0.001) 

 0.000 
(0.002) 

 -0.007 
(0.004) 

* 

DC 0.164 
(0.125) 

 0.004 
(0.054) 

 0.021 
(0.066) 

 0.106 
(0.136) 

 

METRO -0.001 
(0.004) 

 0.000 
(0.004) 

 -0.005 
(0.005) 

 0.005 
(0.008) 
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(Table 6 continued)         
         
ELT9 0.000 

(0.003) 
 -0.010 

(0.003) 
*** -0.015 

(0.007) 
** -0.014 

(0.011) 
 

ELT12 0.003 
(0.005) 

 -0.015 
(0.003) 

*** -0.020 
(0.006) 

*** -0.026 
(0.011) 

** 

ELT16 0.007 
(0.004) 

** 0.006 
(0.004) 

 0.004 
(0.005) 

 0.017 
(0.008) 

** 

EBACH 0.010 
(0.005) 

** 0.011 
(0.005) 

** 0.014 
(0.006) 

** 0.037 
(0.010) 

*** 

EMT16 0.018 
(0.009) 

* 0.029 
(0.007) 

*** 0.009 
(0.007) 

 0.014 
(0.010) 

 

UNION 0.024 
(0.008) 

*** 0.031 
(0.007) 

*** 0.046 
(0.007) 

*** 0.054 
(0.009) 

*** 

Constant -0.227 
(0.142) 

 0.221 
(0.148) 

 0.133 
(0.164) 

 0.786 
(0.250) 

*** 

         
                  R2 0.040  0.022  0.040  0.042  
                 N 9,204  10,530  11,493  6,327  

 
Source: Author’s analysis of data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation 2004 panel, the 
General Social Surveys, the insurance component of the Medical Expenditure Panel Survey, and the 
press release of the Office of Personnel Management. 
 
Notes: 
1.  Standard errors are in parentheses.  
2.  *p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01. 
3. For educational attainment, high school diploma is the baseline category and omitted from the model. 
4.  Although the results are not reported, three state characteristics data of 2004 are included and the 
coefficients are statistically significant: (1) the log of the number of federal employees in a state; (2) the 
log of the population in a state; and (3) the unemployment rate in a state. 
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Model 2: Federal Fixed-Effect Model 
Table 7 provides the results for the federal fixed-effect model. The first column 

shows the results for the entire labor force. Of all personnel policy factors, only the gap 

in health insurance offer rates has a statistically significant effect on a job choice. The 

fact that SALGAP and GOVIMAGE are significant in the cross-section model but not in 

the fixed-effect model suggests that the effects of these personnel policy factors which 

appear to be significant are, in fact, unit fixed effects. The statistically significant, 

negative coefficient on the health insurance gap suggests that if the ratio of the average 

health insurance offer rate in the federal government to that in the private sector in a 

state increases by 1, the probability of a person in the state choosing a federal job 

decreases by 0.011. As discussed in relation to the cross-section model, however, this 

result might have been biased by picking up the effect of something else.  The fact that 

this variable is statistically significant after controlling for individual, time-invariant 

factors is consistent with my reflection above. Something related to political affiliation, 

probably one’s views on the government (e.g., views on the optimal scope and scale of 

the federal government) may change over time. It is possible that the effect of this 

unobserved, time-variant factor in the error term was picked up by the health insurance 

gap variable and remained significant in the fixed-effect model.   
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The second column, again, focuses only on federal and private sector workers. 

The results are basically the same as those for the entire labor force. These results 

suggest that once individual characteristics that are unobserved and do not vary over 

time are controlled for, personnel policy factors and demographics do not affect an 

individual’s sector choice. What matters in an individual’s job choice are either 

personal factors that are fixed over time within an individual or factors that change 

over time and are not controlled in the model.  
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Table 7:  OLS Coefficients for Model 2: Federal Fixed-Effect Model 
 

Independent Variables (1) Entire Labor 
Force  (2) Only Federal and 

Private Workers  

Personnel Policy Factors     
HIGAP (federal/private) -0.011 

(0.005) 
** -0.010 

(0.005) 
* 

GOVIMAGE -0.150 
(0.257) 

 -0.141 
(0.272) 

 

JOBFAIR -  -  
HRSGAP (federal/private) 0.010 

(0.011) 
 0.007 

(0.011) 
 

SALGAP (federal/private) -0.003 
(0.002) 

 -0.003 
(0.003) 

 

     
Personal Characteristics     
AGE -0.000 

(0.000) 
 0.000 

(0.000) 
 

FEMALE -  -  
MINORITY -  -  
CITIZEN 0.006 

(0.005) 
 0.006 

(0.005) 
 

VETERAN 0.002 
(0.003) 

 0.003 
(0.005) 

 

DISABLE -0.001 
(0.004) 

 -0.001 
(0.005) 

 

MARRIED 0.002 
(0.004) 

 -0.002 
(0.005) 

 

CHILDREN -0.001 
(0.001) 

 -0.000 
(0.001) 

 

DC -0.003 
(0.003) 

 -0.001 
(0.003) 

 

METRO -0.005 
(0.014) 

 -0.018 
(0.012) 

 

ELT9 0.001 
(0.001) 

 0.000 
(0.001) 

 

ELT12 0.002 
(0.005) 

 0.002 
(0.005) 

 

ELT16 -0.013 
(0.010) 

 -0.015 
(0.011) 

 

EBACH -0.020 
(0.013) 

 -0.017 
(0.015) 

 

EMT16 0.005 
(0.021) 

 0.001 
(0.024) 
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(Table 7 continued)     
     
UNION 0.006 

(0.007) 
 0.006 

(0.008) 
 

Constant 0.377 
(0.542) 

 0.374 
(0.575) 

 

     
                  R2 0.003  0.004  
                 N 24,420  20,490  

 

Source: Author’s analysis of data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation 2004 panel, the 
General Social Surveys, and the insurance component of the Medical Expenditure Panel Survey. 
 
Notes: 
1.  Standard errors are in parentheses.  
2.  *p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01. 
3. For educational attainment, high school diploma is the baseline category and omitted from the model. 
4. JOBFAIR is omitted because the data are only available for 2004. 
5. Individuals who were in all of waves 1, 6, and 12 are used for analysis. In addition, 246 observations 
of 82 individuals are dropped from the sample because they have inconsistent values for FEMALE and 
MINORITY, which are supposed to be invariant within an individual. These data mistakes seem to have 
occurred randomly because they show no systematic patterns. 
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Model 3: Transition Model 
Table 8 shows the results for the transition model. The first column presents the 

results for the entire labor force. None of personnel policy factors are statistically 

significant, suggesting that they do not affect an individual’s decision to move into the 

public sector.  

People with some demographic characteristics, however, turn out to be more or 

less likely to change their working sector. As a person gets older, the probability of 

transition decreases by 0.001 with an additional year. Females have a 0.021 higher 

probability of transition. People with the lowest and the highest levels of educational 

attainment have lower and higher probabilities, respectively. The results focusing only 

on transitions from private sector jobs, which are shown in the second column, display 

similar patterns. 
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Table 8: OLS Coefficients for Model 3: Transition Model 

 

Independent Variables 
(1) Entire Labor 

Force 
 

(2) Only Private 
Workers 

 

Personnel Policy Factors     
HIGAP (public/private) 0.002 

(0.005) 
 0.002 

(0.006) 
 

GOVIMAGE -0.007 
(0.050) 

 -0.034 
(0.060) 

 

HRSGAP (public/private) -0.130 
(0.133) 

 -0.170 
(0.153) 

 

SALGAP (public/private) 0.001 
(0.023) 

 -0.000 
(0.028) 

 

     
Personal Characteristics     
AGE -0.001 

(0.000) 
*** -0.001 

(0.000) 
*** 

FEMALE 0.021 
(0.004) 

*** 0.028 
(0.005) 

*** 

MINORITY 0.002 
(0.005) 

 0.003 
(0.006) 

 

VETERAN 0.005 
(0.006) 

 0.008 
(0.008) 

 

DISABLE 0.006 
(0.011) 

 -0.001 
(0.011) 

 

MARRIED -0.004 
(0.005) 

 -0.005 
(0.005) 

 

CHILDREN -0.001 
(0.002) 

 -0.001 
(0.002) 

 

METRO -0.013 
(0.06) 

** -0.018 
(0.007) 

** 

ELT9 -0.016 
(0.006) 

** -0.017 
(0.007) 

** 

ELT12 -0.010 
(0.007) 

 -0.014 
(0.008) 

* 

ELT16 0.007 
(0.005) 

 0.009 
(0.006) 
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(Table 8 continued)     
     
EBACH 0.010 

(0.007) 
 0.017 

(0.008) 
** 

EMT16 0.017 
(0.008) 

** 0.035 
(0.011) 

*** 

UNION -0.016 
(0.004) 

*** -0.005 
(0.007) 

 

     
Constant 0.209 

(0.172) 
 0.327 

(0.206) 
 

     
                 R2 0.014  0.017  
                 N 8,437  6,817  
 
Source: Author’s analysis of data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation 2004 panel, the 
General Social Surveys, and the insurance component of the Medical Expenditure Panel Survey. 
 
Notes: 
1.  Standard errors are in parentheses.  
2.  *p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01. 
3. For educational attainment, high school diploma is the baseline category and omitted from the model. 
4.  Although the results are not reported, three state characteristics of 2004 are controlled for and the 
coefficients are statistically significant: (1) the log of the number of public employees in a state; (2) the 
log of the population in a state; and (3) the unemployment rate in a state. 
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 Policy Implications, Caveats, and Limitations 

The results of my study have two main implications for federal personnel 

policy. First, my cross-section and fixed-effect models jointly indicate that none of the 

following personnel policy factors have statistically significant impacts on an 

individual’s choice to work for the federal government: (1) the salary differentials 

between the federal government and the private sector; (2) the gap in average working 

hours between the federal government and the private sector; (3) the gap in health 

insurance offer rates between the federal government and the private sector; (4) 

average confidence in the executive branch of the federal government; or (5) whether a 

federal job fair was held. The fact that most of these policy variables are significant in 

the cross-section model, but not in the fixed-effect model suggests that what affects a 

job choice are individual factors that are time-invariant within a person. In addition, the 

fact that the coefficient on HIGAP in both the cross-section and fixed-effect models is 

consistently significant but probably biased suggests that factors that vary over time 

and are not included in my fixed-effect model may also affect a job choice. These 

findings are consistent with some of the previous studies that highlight the impacts of 

family background (e.g., whether a person has a family working in government), which 

is fixed within an individual, or public service motivation (e.g., a desire to serve 

others), which varies over time. If these background or attitudinal factors rather than 
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economic incentives such as working conditions matter, government should identify 

what these factors are, how it can appeal to those with a greater probability of joining 

government, and how it can improve its outreach to those with a smaller probability. 

Second, based on the results of the transition model, personnel policy factors 

turn out to be ineffective in encouraging transitions to the public sector, while females 

and younger people do have a greater probability of moving into the public sector. Due 

to the limited number of transitions, I could not estimate the model separately for 

transitions to the federal government.  However, it does not require a major leap of 

logic to assume that this pattern generally holds in the case of federal transition. In 

general, young people and females are more likely to change their careers due to 

relatively lower opportunity costs or a break in career for child-rearing, respectively. If 

this is the case, the federal government can improve its returns to recruitment efforts 

either by shifting its focus to females and young people who are more responsive or 

reallocating resources towards males and older people (because female and young 

people need fewer resources to yield the same results due to their comparatively higher 

tendency to choose government). The choice of strategy depends on what the federal 

government considers would be the best composition of the federal workforce, but 

knowing the relative tendencies of different groups will help improve future hiring 

policies. 
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This study has several limitations. First, all personnel policy variables are state- 

or regional- level aggregates. This limitation in the data reduces the effectiveness of 

the study in three ways: (1) limited variation in each variable generates less precise 

estimates of the coefficients than those estimated with individual-level, more varied 

data; (2) some states have a small number of federal employees in the sample, thereby 

making the aggregated variables (i.e., the salary gap and working hours gap variables)  

less representative of the population; and (3) most fundamentally, policy factors that 

may appear to be effective at the individual level may not be influential when they are 

aggregated at state or regional level. To illustrate the last point, a gap between the 

average levels of federal salary and private salary in a state might affect a job choice by 

giving people a sense of the advantages of federal jobs in general. However, more 

critical to one’s job decision would be how much that person would earn if the person 

took a federal or private job, and the gap between the two options. This is also true for 

the working-hours gap, confidence in the government, and the health insurance gap. 

All these limitations indicate that the coefficients on personnel policy factors could 

change if estimated with individual-level data. 

Second, personnel policy factors that I used in my analysis turn out to be 

endogenous. Although estimating fixed-effect models is a well-recognized way to 

address endogeneity in models and enables me to control for person-fixed effects, it 
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does not allow me to identify which part of individual fixed effects matter. Thus, this 

remains unaddressed in current study. 

Third is a limitation associated with the timeframe of the study. A four-year 

panel might not be long enough to observe individual job choice behavior. It is 

possible that people who switched their jobs in this relatively short period are 

systematically different from others (e.g., they may be more likely to be job hoppers, 

thereby having different job choice preferences or behavior).  In addition, the small 

number of observations who switched to the federal government during the relevant 

four-year period does not allow me to separately estimate the model. In this regard, a 

longer panel with a larger number of transitions would certainly improve the quality of 

the research. 

 

Conclusions and Suggestions for Future Research 

The main conclusion of my study is that personnel policies, such as health 

insurance benefits, recruitment efforts, governmental image, working hours and salary 

do not affect people’s decision to work for the federal government. Rather, my findings 

indicate that what matters is either individual attributes that are constant over time or 

other time-variant factors (not limited to individual attributes) that are not controlled in 
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my model. Although some suppositions are possible from the findings, limitation of 

the data and my models do not allow this study to identify what these factors are.  

The results of my study may seem discouraging to those involved in federal 

hiring. However, the fact that the personnel policy factors that are examined in this 

study—health insurance benefits, job fairs, governmental image, working hours, and 

salary—do not have statistically significant effects on people’s sector choices does not 

necessarily mean that the federal government can do nothing to attract people to 

government. As discussed above, it is possible that individual attributes that are 

constant over time (e.g., family background such as whether a person has a family 

working in government) or personal characteristics that vary over time (e.g., views on 

the optimal scope and scale of the federal government) affect a sector choice. If we 

knew these factors, the federal government could more effectively target people with 

stronger inclination to choose the government or provide incentives for people who 

have a weaker likelihood of joining the government but possess skills necessary to 

carry out its mission. 

Recruitment and hiring, the process through which employers and employees 

are matched, inevitably involve invisible, non-material factors. Further examination is 

required to identify these factors, thereby enabling the federal government to attract the 

people it needs. 
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Notes 

 

 1  The sample size of the SIPP 2004 panel was cut by half after October 2006, 

thereby reducing the number of individuals stayed in all three waves. Note that the 

38,199 observations do not include 246 observations, which are found to have 

inconsistent values for race and gender, apparently because of errors in the survey 

process. They are excluded to estimate the fixed-effect model appropriately. 

 

 2 The U.S. Census Bureau, State and Metropolitan Area Data Book 2006, p.115. 

The data indicate the popular vote for President in 2004. 


