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As the Senate considers the fiscal year 2016 
National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) 

and as both the House and the Senate consider their 
defense appropriations bills, Department of Defense 
(DOD) civilian personnel reductions will likely be 
debated. If Congress mandates, individual employ-
ees should be let go based on their performance, not 
on their length of service.

As it stands, according to Office of Personnel 
Management guidance, performance is the last fac-
tor used when reductions in force are implemented, 
and seniority is first.1 This means that instead of 
releasing their least productive civilian employees, 
managers are forced to cut their most recent hires 
regardless of performance.

While many DOD civilian employees are extremely 
motivated and highly productive, poor performers exist 
in every organization. Simultaneously, newer hires are 
often more motivated to work hard and are brought 
in because they possess specific skills or knowledge. If 
poor performers are not the first to go, a major reduc-
tion in personnel will both discourage high-level per-
formance and could significantly hamper the capabili-
ties required to support our service members.

Federal employee unions will likely fight to pro-
tect seniority in employee reductions, requiring 

reformers to make their case aggressively.2 In fact, 
Representative Mac Thornberry (R–TX), Chairman 
of the House Armed Services Committee, included a 
provision in his proposed version of the NDAA that 
would have made performance the primary crite-
ria for individual reductions of civilian employees.3 
This provision was removed from the bill during the 
committee markup by an amendment supported by 
union groups.4 In the Senate, Senator John McCain 
(R–AZ), Chairman of the Senate Armed Services 
Committee, inserted similar language into his ver-
sion of the NDAA.5 McCain’s performance require-
ment could face a similar attack.

If the NDAA is signed into law with manda-
tory civilian employee reductions but without the 
requirement that individuals be released based on 
performance, it could cause significant problems 
for DOD. Poor performers should be the first to 
go, regardless of whether they have worked for the 
Department for 20 days or for 20 years. Instead of 
removing dead weight inside DOD bureaucracies, 
seniority-based cuts would result in the loss of some 
of the young, eager, and bright DOD civilians who 
perform new and critical missions. A significant 
seniority-based cut to the DOD civilian workforce 
would mean less support for our service members 
and would weaken our national security.

DOD civilian employees play an important role 
in keeping our nation safe. If civilian reductions are 
going to be made, Congress should:

■■ Ensure that individual employee reductions 
are made primarily based on performance. 
Underperforming civilian employees could crit-
ically hamper the ability of DOD to keep our 
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nation safe and diminish the ability of the vari-
ous services to respond to critical and urgent 
threats quickly.

■■ Make it clear to DOD that seniority can-
not trump performance when our national 
security is at stake. DOD should treat civilian 
employees well, but accomplishing the mission 
requires effective employees. Employee perfor-
mance should always be the primary metric.

DOD civilians play a critical role in keeping our 
nation safe and secure. Many of these positions are 
vital and the employees who fill them should be mea-
sured by their performance. If Congress is going to 
reduce DOD’s civilian workforce, it must do so in a 
way that prioritizes strong and effective employees.

—Justin T. Johnson is Senior Policy Analyst for 
Defense Budgeting Policy in the Douglas and Sarah 
Allison Center for Foreign and National Security 
Policy, of the Kathryn and Shelby Cullom Davis 
Institute for National Security and Foreign Policy, at 
The Heritage Foundation.
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