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The National Security Agency
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Incentive Tools –
A Historical Perspective of the 3R’s
• Key Objective: Provide the Federal Government with a suite of 

personnel flexibilities to incentivize employee behaviors
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Evolutionary Change –
Federal Workforce Flexibility Act of 2004
• Key Objective: Provide the Federal government with 

increased personnel flexibilities in pay and benefits

Principal Provisions

•Allowed SES / SL / ST to accrue annual leave at one day (8 
hours) for each full biweekly pay period
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Senior Leave Accrual

• Shifted approval to OPM to pay high-qualified, critical 
employees up to Level I of the Executive Schedule (or higher) Critical Pay Authority

•Established a new form of compensatory time off for time 
spent in a travel status away from official duty stationComp Time for Travel

•Allowed newly appointed employees with non-Federal work 
experience to be credited for increased annual leave accrual

Annual Leave 
Enhancements

• Increased flexibility to use incentives to help the Federal 
government recruit/maintain a high quality workforce

Recruitment, Relocation 
and Retention Incentives



Focus on Retention Incentives –
Eligibility, Administration and Limitations
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OPM Guidance – Good . . . But Something Missing?



Incentive Guidance –
The Missing Piece of the Puzzle

• Quantifiable anchors NSA chose to use:
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Who What When How Why    

What amount of a retention incentive is sufficient to 
influence an employee’s behavior to remain with NSA?

OR
Competing 
Salary Offer 

Amount

Market 
Comparison 

Rate

When using retention incentives we now know . . . 

But . . . 
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Demo



Incentive Percentage –
How Much Is Enough (or Too Much)?

• Behavioral Economics – The Next High Frontier for HR
 The application of human factors research to the area of 

human capital management, particularly in total rewards

• In calculating a Retention Incentive . . . .                         
NSA selected 90% of the difference as a minimum percentage

Why?
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Most people will leave a job for a 10% increase . . . 
But they will also stay for an increase that narrows the 
gap to within 10% between what they are being paid
and what they think they should be paid



NSA Success Story –
. . . By The Numbers
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2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Avg. Retention $$$ $15,584 $15,699 $16,295 $13,682 $14,387

Max. Retention $$$ $33,108 $29,800 $30,640 $29,702 $30,527

Min. Retention $$$ $4,519 $5,143 $3,044 $2,655 $5,050

Avg. Rate Basic Pay $108,322 $111,671 $114,343 $115,176 $109,462

Retention Incentive Worksheet 
fully deployed in late 2009



Active/Targeted
Recruiting Efforts

Affirmative 
Knowledge Transfer

Workforce Strategy –
Succession + Attrition

Incentives In Place –
Problem Solved, Right?

• Beyond the Metrics – Success Indicators
 Greater differentiation observed in the selection and use of 

retention incentive percentage amounts offered              
AND . . . 

 No appreciable changes in the acceptance and/or retention of 
employees offered a retention incentive

• Problem Solved, Right?      
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Retention 
Incentives +

Well, almost . . .



The Future of Incentives –
Tripping Hazards Ahead (and Behind)

• Problem Solved Now, Right?    
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Everything Is 
Quantifiable

Everything is not quantifiable. Application of sound 
management judgment may still be required

The Worksheets Are 
Science Experiments

The worksheets are not science experiments nor are 
they intended to be a substitute for good judgment

Retention Incentives 
Are Being Fully Utilized

Retention Incentives are not being fully utilized.  Ability 
to pay up to 50% of base pay has only been used once

Pay Freeze Limits 
Retention Incentives

Pay freeze does not limit the use of retention incentives. 
Targeted/responsible use is still completely appropriate

OPM Memo Eliminates 
Use of Incentives

OPM memo does not eliminate the use of incentives.  
Incentive use is limited to spending levels for FY’10 

Myth . . . . Fact . . . .

(Not quite . . . )



Step  - Enter Current Salary
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Step  - Enter Salary Offer or Market Rate
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Step  - Calculate the Difference
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Step / - Calculate the Range Difference
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Step / - Select Retention Percentage
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Return to 
Presentation
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