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Economic Sense # 3

State Employee Pay & Retention
Welcome to the latest installment
of "Economic Sense," a data-driven
policy summary that examines
economic issues facing our state.

Bottom Line: Up Front
A salary analysis shows 86% of individuals employed by the state are paid more than they
were four years ago, and the average & median salary increases over that period have
exceeded inflation.
A report from the governor's budget office shows that Washington does a good job of
retaining employees, with a turnover rate well below the national public sector average.

“State employees . . . have not gotten a COLA for 6 years. This has been more than a 15% cut in purchasing power for
state employees and we are losing the most effective ones.”1 -- House Appropriations Committee Chair

The above quote echoes a refrain frequently offered in the run-up to the session. This claim is evaluated
by looking at data from the Legislative Evaluation and Accountability Program (LEAP) and the Office of
Financial Management (OFM, the governor’s budget office). Two simple questions are considered.
Question one: Have state employees gone six years without a pay raise? Question two: Is there a state
employee retention problem?

1. Have state employees gone six years without a pay raise?
State employee salaries are a public record.2 Due to a change in payroll systems, individual salary data is
available going back only to 2010, not 2008. But the data allows for an analysis of how salaries for
individual employees who worked a full year in 2010 compare to the salary they received for 2014.
According to an analysis by the LEAP staff, there were 71,032 state employees who fit the criteria of working a full year in 2010 and 2014.3

Answer: The vast majority of state employees are being compensated higher than
four years ago. In fact, their salaries have risen faster than inflation.

2. Is there a state employee retention problem?
The Office of Financial Management issues an annual report on the state employee workforce, which
covers a host of issues from average pay, employee length of service, workforce turnover and retention,
and layoffs.5 The report covers all employees in state agencies, excluding higher education and the
legislative and judicial branches.

The 9.8% turnover rate is composed of:
4.5% resignation (compared to 7.1% national average)
2.8% retirement
2.1% other (end of appointment, disability separation)
0.4% dismissal or layoff6
Additionally, with a median length of service of 10 years at present, the report notes:
"Washington state employees tend to stay longer than state and local government employees in other
states (6.4 years) and federal employees (9.5 years)."7

Answer: No, the state does not have a systemic retention problem. In fact, the state
has a commendably low turnover rate that is well below the national public sector
average.
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