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Government or Government Contractor?
Which Employer is Best?

G
overnment agencies and 
contractors alike have 
plenty of jobs to offer and 
good salaries to go with 
them. Both are looking for 

qualifi ed, well trained, security-cleared 
candidates. So which is the better choice 
when you’re in the market for a new de-
fense industry career?

Federal agencies and contractors ac-
tively seek the best match for the job. But 
they shouldn’t be the only ones. The most 
successful transitions are made by those 
who consider their own concepts of job 
satisfaction – which could mean every-
thing from salary, geography or profes-
sional training. 

Civil Service Careers
Despite headlines about government 

outsourcing, the federal government con-
tinues to be the largest employer in the 
nation, hiring an estimated 300,000 new 
employees every year. When considering a 
government job, there are plenty of agen-
cies out there, but they don’t all operate the 

of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission 
(NRC), Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission and Department of Veterans 
Affairs give the highest scores. Those who 
work for the NRC, NASA and the State 
Department give the highest ratings for 
their supervisors and leadership. On pay 
and benefi ts, those working for the Federal 
Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC), 
NRC and the Securities and Exchange 
Commission are the most satisfi ed. 

 “Many people don’t know that FDIC, 
for example, doesn’t use appropriated 
funds,” said Palguta. “Instead, they charge 
fees to banks. Self-funding agencies can 
generally pay more.”

As a rule, government pay scales op-
erate on grade levels and a bit by geog-
raphy.  A GS-14 or 15 in Los Angeles 
can earn an annual salary of $127,000 to 
$145,000, while in Phoenix, that position 
pays from $116,000 to $137,000. Mid- 
to upper-career level GS-10s and 12s can 
earn $67,000 to $88,000 in San Diego, 
Ohio and about $5,000 a year less in the 
Dayton area. 

same. Some have different pay scales, oth-
ers have a higher proportion of professional 
opportunities, and some have higher rates 
of employee satisfaction, all indicators that 
can help you fi nd the best fi t. 

The Partnership for Public Service re-
leased the 2007 rankings of federal agen-
cies, a report based on an Offi ce of Per-
sonnel Management survey of 221,000 
federal workers. They rated each agency 
on issues of pay, benefi ts, job satisfaction, 
work/life balance and agency leadership.

“Basically we looked at whether the 
employees recommended the agency as 
a good place to work, how satisfi ed they 
were in their jobs and how satisfi ed they 
were with the organization,” said John 
Palguta, the Partnership’s vice president 
of policy. “The reason people go to work 
for the government is because they want 
to do something meaningful and make a 
difference. They want to make good use 
of their skills and be engaged in mission 
accomplishment.”

The fi ndings shows that when it comes 
to skill and mission match, employees 
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The bottom line? People don’t enter 
civil service to get wealthy. They want 
good pay but they want their work to 
matter. They’re not looking for easy jobs – 
in fact, those with a lot of demands placed 
on them are the most satisfi ed workers. In 
general, government workers want to use 
their skills and make a difference.

“Most candidates interested in work-
ing for the government fully under-
stand three clear benefi ts,” said Evan 
Lesser, co-founder and director of 
www.ClearanceJobs.com, a secure Web site 
designed to match security-cleared job 
candidates with top defense industry em-
ployers. “First is the issue of job security. 
Compared to contractors, federal agencies 
are less subject to budget funding 
shortfalls and canceled or re-bid 
contracts. Second, job seekers 
see a more structured promo-
tion ladder. And third, working 
for the nation’s largest employer 
means excellent health and retire-
ment benefi ts.”

Contractor Careers
Just as the government is the 

largest employer, it is also the big-
gest buyer of products, purchasing 
information technology, insect 
repellent and everything in be-
tween. Government outsourcing 
and new technologies drive the 
contractor industry – the sellers 
of the products the government 
buys. In fact, outsourcing will be one of 
the fastest-growing segments of the federal 
information technology budget alone over 
the next fi ve years. According to INPUT, 
a Virginia-based company that provides 
market analysis of government and busi-
ness, the information technology budget 
for government outsourcing will grow to 
more than $17 billion by FY 2009.

 So what does this mean for would-be 
contract employees? Job availability, good 
starting salaries and promotion potential 
are just three of the answers. 

 Mike Borgia served 10 years in the 
Marine Corps as a fl ight engineer. He 

pared with the civil service, Borgia doesn’t 
think there’s too much difference.

“The government has gotten tighter 
and we’ve seen base closures which affect-
ed civilian jobs. If you’re good at what you 
do, the contract industry is going to have 
a job for you.”

Other Factors to Consider
Comparison data between government 

and contracting careers is largely anecdot-
al. Job placement organizations often see 
the junior to mid-level talent pool leaning 
toward defense contracting jobs for the 
higher salaries. 

“As contractors offer more competitive 
benefi ts, job seekers (particularly those 

with security clearances) are 
looking more at base salaries,” 
said Lesser. “Contractors pay top 
dollar for security-cleared can-
didates because they know that 
if they can’t staff their projects 
within government mandates, 
their funding will go away.”

Another factor when com-
paring government and contract 
jobs is the difference in mission 
– federal agencies have always 
been a great fi t for those with 
administrative, policy and insti-
tutional skills, while those with 
technical skills have been more 
drawn to contractor jobs. How-
ever, according to Lesser, that 
may be changing.

“The number of open, high-level 
subject matter expert, policy and senior 
analyst positions at contracting compa-
nies has doubled in the past two years,” 
he said. 

That information backs up another 
trend industry watchers have identifi ed 
– the increase in the movement of work-
ers going back and forth between govern-
ment agencies and contractors. Benefi ts 
are becoming more portable, so those 
with contracting backgrounds can make 
easy transitions into federal jobs and those 
with government service experience into 
contractor positions. 

opted for the contract industry when he 
separated from the service, and is now a 
C-130 production operations manager for 
Boeing in San Antonio, Texas. His skills 
and military service allowed him to step 
immediately into a job with McDonnell 
Douglas in 1990, and he stayed on when 
the company merged with Boeing. 

“A career with a defense contractor 
was my preference,” said Borgia. “First 
of all, they’ll hire you on the spot if you 
have what they want. No paperwork, no 
waiting. The salaries are also higher in 
contracting. And you have more control 
of your own destiny.”

Borgia’s career path with Boeing has 
included travel to Japan for training and 

certifi cation in “Lean Management,” the 
opportunity to serve as a Boeing consul-
tant to El-Al Airlines, and promotion to 
a senior management position. He also 
earns a six-fi gure income.

“Your performance is the single thing 
that moves you through your career 
path,” he said. “It can never be stifl ed by 
pay grade levels. You’re also always on the 
cutting edge of the newest technologies. 
Most of the research and development of 
these technologies is done in the contrac-
tor industry then sold later for govern-
ment use.”

As for job security in contracting com-

“Another factor 
when comparing 
government and 
contract jobs is 
the difference in 

mission.”


