
Federal Compensation: Understanding the Full Value Beyond Base Salary

When considering a federal job offer, it’s crucial to evaluate the full value of your compensation pack-
age, which goes far beyond your base salary. Federal employees receive a wide range of benefits, 
from retirement plans and health insurance to transit subsidies and life insurance, which significantly 
enhance the overall value of the offer. Before diving into these benefits, let’s first clarify the difference 
between base pay and basic pay, as many benefits are calculated as a percentage of your basic pay.

Base Pay vs. Basic Pay

• Base Pay: Refers to the fixed amount of compensation an employee receives before any adjust-
ments or benefits are added. It’s the raw salary without locality adjustments.

• Basic Pay: A more comprehensive figure that includes both the base pay and a locality adjustment 
based on your location.

For example, consider a GG-13, Step 1 position in the Washington-Baltimore-Arlington locality: 

• Base Pay: $88,520
• Locality Adjustment: 33.26%
• Basic Pay: $117,962

Now that you understand the difference, let’s explore how this basic pay contributes to other incentives 
and benefits.

Federal Employees Retirement System (FERS)

FERS is a key component of your federal benefits package, providing retirement income from three 
sources:

1. Basic Benefit Plan (FERS Pension): A traditional pension where both the government and employ-
ee contribute. The government covers the bulk of the cost, though contribution rates vary based 
on your hiring date.

2. Social Security: Like private-sector employees, federal employees contribute 6.2% of their earn-
ings to Social Security, with the government matching this contribution.

3. Thrift Savings Plan (TSP): Similar to a 401(k), the government contributes 1% of your basic pay to 
your TSP and matches up to 4% of your own contributions. In total, the government can contribute 
up to 5% of your basic pay.

Using our GG-13, Step 1 example, here’s a breakdown of federal contributions:

• FERS Pension Contribution: 0.8% = $943.69
• Automatic TSP Contribution: 1% = $1,179.62
• Matching TSP Contribution (4%): $4,718.48
• Social Security Contribution (6.2%): $7,313.64

Total Government Contributions (per year): $14,155.43
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Federal Health Insurance (FEHB)

The Federal Employees Health Benefits (FEHB) program covers, on average, 72% of your health insur-
ance premiums. The actual contribution depends on the plan and coverage level you select.

Example (Family Plan):
• Average Cost: $20,576
• Government Contribution (72%): $14,815

Federal Employee Group Life Insurance (FEGLI)

The government also subsidizes basic life insurance, covering approximately one-third of the cost.
Example Contribution: $1,000 per year

Transit Subsidy

The federal government may contribute to your commuting costs. For instance, the Department of 
Defense currently offers a transit subsidy of $65 per month, totaling $780 per year.

Total Real Value of Compensation

Let’s put it all together, using the GG-13, Step 1 example:

Component Amount
Base Pay $88,520
Locality Adjustment $29,442
FERS Retirement Plan $14,155.43
Life Insurance $1,000
Transit Subsidy $780 

Total Compensation $133,897.43

Additional Federal Benefits

Beyond the monetary benefits, federal employment offers many other advantages that enhance both 
your professional growth and personal life:

Leave Benefits
• Annual Leave: 13–26 days per year, depending on years of service
• Sick Leave: 13 days per year
• 11 paid federal holidays
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Career Advancement
• Clear promotion pathways
• Career ladder positions offering faster promotions

Job Security
• Strong employment protections
• Opportunities for internal transfers and reassignments

Work-Life Balance
• Flexible work schedules (in many positions)
• Telework options (where applicable)

Professional Development
• Access to training and educational programs
• Potential for student loan repayment programs

Federal Student Loan Repayment Benefits
As a highly qualified professional, you can reduce your student loan debt while advancing your 
career in the federal service. The Federal Student Loan Repayment Program is an incentive 
aimed at recruiting and retaining top talent in federal agencies. Authorized by 5 U.S.C. 5379, 
this program enables agencies to offer student loan repayment assistance, making public ser-
vice more attractive to highly skilled professionals like you.

Evaluating the Full Picture

When assessing a federal job offer, it’s essential to look beyond the base salary and consider the full 
compensation package. The combination of competitive pay, comprehensive retirement benefits, 
health insurance, and additional perks like life insurance, transit subsidies, and generous leave policies 
makes federal employment highly attractive. While the base salary is significant, the real value comes 
from the long-term financial security, work-life balance, and career stability that federal employment 
offers.


