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The Administration has prioritized reducing the Federal workforce, 

starting with hiring freezes and voluntary separations before more 

recently moving to involuntary cuts. The potential impacts remain 

uncertain due to legal challenges and ongoing Administration 

actions, but plans for workforce reductions submitted by agencies in 

March offer strong indications as to the Administration’s thinking on 

the Federal workforce and its priorities.  

Key Insights 

• Legal and regulatory hurdles have complicated efforts to shrink the Federal workforce, 

with courts ruling that some firings of probationary employees were illegal.  

• In addition to general cuts, some agencies, including the Department of Education, 

USAID, IRS, and EPA, have instituted larger reductions.  

• At the direction of the President, agencies submitted plans in March for the first phase of 

mass workforce reductions. Agencies are expected to submit additional plans for 

reductions and reorganizations in April.  

• The eventual impacts of these cuts (and whether they will be upheld by courts) remain 

uncertain, though press reports have noted disruptions to some functions from cuts made 

so far. In addition, younger employees will be disproportionately affected because of the 

processes governing Federal layoffs.  Many former employees are seeking employment 

in the private sector or state and local government. 
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Reducing the Federal Workforce  

The Administration has stated that reducing the size of the Federal workforce is a key priority, 

arguing that a smaller workforce would be more “efficient and effective” and reduce Federal 

debt. Upon taking office, the Administration instituted a hiring freeze, extended a voluntary 

resignation offer, directed agencies to eliminate DEI-related positions – initial steps that had a 

relatively modest impact on the overall size of the Federal workforce. More recently, however, it 

has significantly escalated its efforts, attempting mass terminations of Federal employees.  

These efforts, however, have been complicated by a range of legal constraints rooted in past 

reforms aimed at transitioning civil service employment from a patronage-based system – 

where hiring was influenced by political affiliation or contributions – to a merit-based system that 

prioritizes qualifications and competence. As a result, robust civil service protections govern 

dismissal of Federal employees without cause. In addition, many Federal employees are 

unionized and thus covered by collective bargaining agreements which impact processes for 

managing dismissals.  

By law, Federal employees are classified into three service categories: competitive service, 

excepted service, and the Senior Executive Service (SES). The competitive service comprises 

about 67% of workers. Excepted service accounts for an additional 32% of the workforce and 

includes positions where the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) has determined that 

standard competitive hiring procedures are “not practicable.” This category also includes 

Presidential appointees and other specialized roles. Finally, the SES, about 0.4% of workers, 

includes high-level executives who oversee agency operations and policy implementation.   

Civil service protections apply to most employees across the three types of service; however, 

new employees (and some employees who have been promoted) are generally subject to a 

probationary period, one or two years depending on the position, with fewer protections. 

Key Options for Reducing the Federal Workforce 

Within the legal framework for managing the Federal workforce, there are several established 

processes for position elimination, which address eliminating roles rather than dismissing 

specific employees for performance or misconduct.   

Reduction in Force  

The broadest method for eliminating Federal positions is a “reduction in force” (RIF). RIFs are 

governed by 5 USC §3501-3504 and regulations and procedures issued by OPM. According to 

the law, agencies may initiate RIFs to respond to organizational needs (e.g., reorganization, 

insufficient appropriations, or a lack of work).  

The RIF process broadly includes several stages designed to ensure fairness and continued 

ability to complete the agency’s mission. In brief, once an agency determines an employee’s 

retention standing based on stated criteria, it releases employees (with some exceptions) 

about:blank
https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/02/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-works-to-remake-americas-federal-workforce/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/01/hiring-freeze/
https://www.opm.gov/fork/original-email-to-employees/
https://www.opm.gov/fork/original-email-to-employees/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/01/ending-radical-and-wasteful-government-dei-programs-and-preferencing/
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R44803.pdf
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R44803.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/union2.pdf
https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/labor-relations/collective-bargaining-agreements/
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R45635
https://www.mspb.gov/studies/adverse_action_report/14_IdentifyingProbationers.htm
https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/employee-relations/employee-rights-appeals/performance-based-actions/toolkit.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R44803
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?path=/prelim@title5/part3/subpartB/chapter35/subchapter1&edition=prelim
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-5/chapter-I/subchapter-B/part-351
https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/workforce-restructuring/reductions-in-force-rif/workforce_reshaping.pdf#page=53.
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/IF12908
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according to inverse order, beginning with the employee with the lowest retention standing. 

Agencies are generally required to provide employees affected by a RIF with 60 days’ notice in 

advance of release except when the RIF is caused by “circumstances not reasonably 

foreseeable.” In addition, OPM regulations give impacted employees 30 days to appeal their 

release to the Merit Systems Protection Board (MSPB) if they believe the agency did not 

properly follow RIF regulations. 

Voluntary Separation Options 

In addition to involuntary separations stemming from a RIF, agencies may also offer two 

voluntary options. Federal law grants agencies the authority to offer Voluntary Separation 

Incentive Payments (VSIPs), lump sum payments of up to $25,000, as an incentive for an 

employee to voluntarily leave Federal service. Federal law also allows agencies, with approval 

from OPM, to use Voluntary Early Retirement Authority (VERA), which lowers the age and 

years of service requirements for employees to receive retirement benefits. 

Earlier, the Administration sought to offer an additional voluntary separation offer, which it 

described as “Deferred Resignation” (see CED Policy Backgrounder “Recent Actions Remaking 

the Federal Workforce”). OPM claims that about 75,000 employees accepted the Deferred 

Resignation offer, though according to reports, some probationary employees who took the offer 

ended up getting fired. The program has also been subject to lawsuits challenging its legality, 

and experts caution that if the courts invalidate it, affected employees may be required to repay 

funds received and may not be reinstated to their previous positions. Some employees have 

also accepted VSIPs and VERAs. 

Probationary Terminations 

The Administration has also used another approach to eliminating employees – dismissing 

newly hired Federal employees in their probationary or trial periods, a group which includes up 

to 200,000 employees. While agencies are prohibited from firing employees due to political 

affiliation, marital status, or on the basis of a protected class (e.g., race, religion, sex, or national 

origin), regulations allow agencies to dismissal for “unsatisfactory performance or conduct” 

simply by notifying the employee of the agency’s assessment of their performance rather than 

through the more cumbersome processes applied to tenured employees. The Administration’s 

exceptionally wide use of this authority is currently being litigated. 

Administration Actions and Legal Developments 

According to court filings, on January 20 OPM directed agencies to identify employees serving 

their probationary periods and dismiss those not identified as “mission critical” by February 17. 

The filings also indicate that subsequent OPM communications directed agencies to dismiss the 

probationary employees based on performance. However, in an injunction issued March 14, a 

judge stated that OPM does not have the authority to direct the firing of employees at other 

agencies. The judge also cast doubt on the government’s claim that the firings were made due 

about:blank
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-5/chapter-I/subchapter-B/part-351#p-351.801(b)
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/IN12505
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid%3AUSC-prelim-title5-chapter35-subchapter2&saved=%7CKHRpdGxlOjUgc2VjdGlvbjozNTIzIGVkaXRpb246cHJlbGltKSBPUiAoZ3JhbnVsZWlkOlVTQy1wcmVsaW0tdGl0bGU1LXNlY3Rpb24zNTIzKQ%3D%3D%7CdHJlZXNvcnQ%3D%7C%7C0%7Cfalse%7Cprelim&edition=prelim
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:5%20section:8336%20edition:prelim)%20OR%20(granuleid:USC-prelim-title5-section8336)&f=treesort&edition=prelim&num=0&jumpTo=true#substructure-location_d_2_D
https://www.conference-board.org/research/ced-policy-backgrounders/recent-actions-remaking-the-federal-workforce
https://www.conference-board.org/research/ced-policy-backgrounders/recent-actions-remaking-the-federal-workforce
https://thehill.com/regulation/court-battles/5142311-opm-75000-workers-took-trump-musk-government-buyout/
https://www.yahoo.com/news/feds-took-trump-fork-deal-135108751.html
https://www.fedweek.com/issue-briefs/more-legal-challenges-may-lie-ahead-for-deferred-resignation-program-says-report/
https://federalnewsnetwork.com/workforce/2025/03/advice-for-feds-who-took-the-fork-in-the-road-resignation-offer/
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-5/chapter-I/subchapter-B/part-315/subpart-H/section-315.804
https://www.npr.org/2025/03/13/nx-s1-5325694/maryland-court-fired-federal-employees-trump
https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/district-courts/california/candce/3:2025cv01780/444883/45/
https://storage.courtlistener.com/recap/gov.uscourts.cand.444883/gov.uscourts.cand.444883.132.0_1.pdf
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to performance, stating that “it was a sham in order to try to avoid statutory requirements.” The 

judge’s previous injunction directed the agencies named in the suit (the National Park Service, 

Bureau of Land Management, Department of Veterans Affairs, Department of Defense, Small 

Business Administration, and Fish and Wildlife Service) to reinstate the affected employees.  

A second lawsuit led to a broader order affecting 18 agencies, including the Departments of 

Agriculture, Commerce, Education, Energy, Health and Human Services, Homeland Security, 

Labor, State, Transportation, Treasury. The order excluded the Department of Defense (DoD), 

OPM, and the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) as the judge determined 

that the plaintiffs had not yet presented sufficient evidence to demonstrate that those employees 

were dismissed unlawfully. In his order issued March 13, the judge stated that the government’s 

claim that it had dismissed the employees for performance was untrue and amounted to an 

illegal RIF. The judge ordered that the employees be returned to their positions. 

Filings made as part of the lawsuits indicated that about 25,000 probationary employees have 

been affected, including about 7,600 from the Internal Revenue Service (IRS), 5,700 from the 

Department of Agriculture, and 3,200 from the Department of Health and Human Services. 

These totals do not include staff from DoD, OPM, and NARA since they were excluded from the 

March 13 order. Taken together, the orders led to the reinstatement of most dismissed 

probationary employees while the legal process continues. The Administration has indicated it 

plans to appeal the judges’ rulings. 

Agency RIF Plans 

The Administration has also begun taking steps to initiate larger scale RIFs. In a February 11 

executive order, the President directed agencies to promptly initiate RIF preparations and by 

March 13 submit “agency reorganization plans” that “discuss whether the agency or any of its 

subcomponents should be eliminated or consolidated.” Subsequent guidance jointly issued by 

OPM and the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) further clarified that plans submitted by 

March 13 should “focus on initial agency cuts and reductions” and additional plans submitted by 

April 14 should “outline a positive vision. . . for agency operations,” and plans for further RIFs. 

Cumulative Impacts and Target Agencies 

The Administration has not yet made the RIF plans submitted by agencies public or released a 

comprehensive report of the cumulative effects of its efforts so far, though press reports have 

offered some insights. For example, the Department of Defense has reportedly approved 

21,000 civilian employee resignations and plans to dismiss an additional 5,400 probationary 

employees as part of its goal of shedding between 50,000 and 70,000 employees. In addition to 

its broader goal of reducing the overall size of the federal workforce, the Administration has 

targeted specific agencies for disproportionate reductions or complete elimination. These 

include the Department of Education, the US Agency for International Development (USAID), 

the IRS, and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). 

about:blank
https://www.npr.org/2025/03/13/nx-s1-5325959/federal-employees-court-firing
https://storage.courtlistener.com/recap/gov.uscourts.mdd.578045/gov.uscourts.mdd.578045.43.0.pdf
https://federalnewsnetwork.com/workforce/2025/03/25000-fired-feds-reinstated-after-courts-find-probationary-terminations-illegal/
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/03/13/federal-judge-order-rehiring-fired-workers-18-federal-agencies-00230477
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/02/implementing-the-presidents-department-of-government-efficiency-workforce-optimization-initiative/
https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/latest-memos/guidance-on-agency-rif-and-reorganization-plans-requested-by-implementing-the-president-s-department-of-government-efficiency-workforce-optimization-initiative.pdf
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-congress/2025/03/18/almost-21000-dod-employees-approved-to-resign-amid-workforce-cuts
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• Department of Education: The Administration has indicated it would like to eliminate the 

Department, which it cannot do without Congressional action. However, on March 11, the 

Education Secretary announced the Department had initiated a RIF impacting 50 percent of 

its staff (about 2,000 employees). This includes about 600 employees who had already 

accepted voluntary separation offers. The President also signed an Executive Order looking 

to the “closing” of the Department, though it cannot be abolished without  Congress. 

• USAID: The Administration has effectively shuttered USAID – placing nearly all its 4,700 

employees on administrative leave and announcing plans for a RIF. However, on March 18, 

a Federal judge ruled that aspects of the Administration’s actions were likely 

unconstitutional and in conflict with Congress’s sole authority “to take action to eliminate 

agencies that it has created.” Litigation is ongoing. 

• IRS: The Administration reportedly aims to cut headcount by between 20 and 50% through 

a mix of layoffs, attrition, and buyouts. The cuts reportedly include the Taxpayer Advocate 

Service and newly hired workers focused on enforcement. Observers have raised concerns 

that the layoffs could degrade customer service, delay tax refunds, and harm enforcement.  

• EPA: The President had stated that he expected about 11,000 positions (65 percent) to be 

eliminated, though the White House later clarified that it planned to eliminate 65 percent of 

“wasteful spending.” However, the EPA has reportedly shared plans for staff reductions with 

the White House, including eliminating about 1,100 scientists located in the Congressionally 

mandated Office of Research and Development, about 75 percent of its headcount. 

 

In an Executive Order released on March 14, the President also directed significant reductions at 

several smaller agencies, including the US Agency for Global Media (which operates Voice of 

America), the Community Development Financial Institutions Fund (which helps promote access to 

capital and economic growth in distressed communities), and the Minority Business Development 

Agency (which promotes the growth of minority business enterprises). Reductions have also been 

planned or attempted at health agencies such as the National Institutes of Health and the Centers 

for Disease Control (5,200 employees), the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

(3,000 employees), and the Department of Energy (2,000 employees). 

 

It is unclear what impact these cuts will have on these agencies’ ability to provide services or 

execute its functions. In announcing its reduction plans, the Social Security Administration stated 

that it would cut about 7,000 employees through “implement[ing] efficiencies” and “reducing non-

mission critical work” while ensuring a “positive effect on the delivery of Social Security services.” 

However, some experts warn that staffing cuts and plans to close 47 offices will lead to significant 

service delays and disruptions, particularly for seniors or people with disabilities who may have 

trouble navigating online systems. 

 

The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), which reportedly plans to eliminate 80,000 positions 

(about 17 percent of staff), may also experience disruptions to the delivery of services and critical 

research. With about 480,000 employees, the VA is the largest employer of the civilian Federal 

workforce aside from the US Postal Service. About 77 percent of VA employees are health care 

professionals who provide care to 9.1 million veterans across 1,380 health care facilities. It also 

conducts medical research on issues including traumatic brain and spinal cord injuries. The 

about:blank
https://www.ed.gov/about/news/press-release/us-department-of-education-initiates-reduction-force
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/03/improving-education-outcomes-by-empowering-parents-states-and-communities/
https://www.afge.org/globalassets/documents/generalreports/2025/usaid-rif-notice.pdf
https://www.npr.org/2025/03/18/nx-s1-5332274/judge-ruling-usaid-shutdown
https://thehill.com/business/5201403-treasury-to-cut-irs-taxpayer-advocate-staff/
https://apnews.com/article/irs-doge-layoffs-tax-season-0659e4b439400bf66023273f6a532fa0
https://www.taxpayeradvocate.irs.gov/
https://www.taxpayeradvocate.irs.gov/
https://apnews.com/article/irs-layoffs-doge-trump-tax-season-enforcement-32111e1be2d45a1814b3422ad5086726
https://money.usnews.com/money/personal-finance/taxes/articles/this-is-how-trumps-irs-layoffs-could-affect-your-taxes
https://apnews.com/article/epa-budget-staffing-cuts-doge-9260514fd1be2397d39a80dc054d19df
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/17/climate/trump-eliminates-epa-science.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/03/continuing-the-reduction-of-the-federal-bureaucracy/
https://www.statnews.com/2025/02/14/federal-employee-layoffs-at-hhs-cdc-on-first-day-robert-kennedy-health-secretary/
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/noaa-braces-mass-layoffs-fueling-concerns-lifesaving-weather/story?id=119730398
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/02/13/doe-set-to-fire-at-will-employees-00204104
https://blog.ssa.gov/social-security-announces-workforce-and-organization-plans
https://www.newsweek.com/ssa-social-security-doge-cuts-layoffs-benefits-delays-2042875
https://apnews.com/article/social-security-offices-closures-doge-trump-b2b1a5b2ba4fb968abc3379bf90715ff
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/09/us/politics/veterans-affairs-doge-cuts.html
https://www.va.gov/health/aboutvha.asp
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Administration has stated that its plans will not impact care for veterans; however, press reports 

have highlighted disruptions to medical trials, mental health services, and services for homeless 

veterans due to cuts already implemented. 

 

Reversals of some layoffs enacted last month have underscored how staffing cuts could have 

unintended consequences if not done carefully. For example, about 300 National Nuclear Security 

Administration staff were fired and then reinstated. Some food safety and medical device reviewers 

and staff involved in the bird flu response were also reinstated after it was determined that their 

positions were critical to health and national security. Experts have also raised concerns about the 

potential national security impacts of cutting 130 positions from the Department of Homeland 

Security’s Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency and of counterintelligence risks 

stemming from adversaries targeting fired workers with high-level security clearances. 

Conclusion 

Given the fluid state of the litigation and OMB’s current review of agency RIF plans the potential 

impacts on federal employees and agencies’ ability to achieve their missions or curtail parts of their 

missions will remain difficult to determine for some time. Some of those leaving federal service – 

particularly those opting for voluntary separation option – would have retired or departed regardless 

of these workforce reduction efforts. However, because Federal law and regulations governing 

layoffs prioritizes retaining employees with longer tenures, a significant number of displaced 

workers will likely seek employment in the private sector or state and local government roles. Some 

state and local governments have launched recruitment campaigns specifically targeting former 

Federal workers. 

 

Notably, these displaced workers will skew younger. While only 7 percent of the overall Federal 

workforce is under 30 years old, about 27% of probationary employees – who are more vulnerable 

to workforce cuts – fall within this age group. This contrasts with the general labor force, where 

individuals under 30 make up approximately 20% of workers. Those older than 65, perhaps more 

likely to take voluntary separation options, account for 5% of the Federal workforce. As a result, the 

workforce reductions have implications for the age and experience distribution of the Federal 

workforce, potentially shaping future employment trends within the government and the functions it 

will perform. 

  

about:blank
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/09/us/politics/veterans-affairs-doge-cuts.html
https://www.wsj.com/politics/policy/government-firings-service-cutbacks-865c2da2?
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/16/us/politics/trump-national-nuclear-security-administration-employees-firings.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/03/06/us/politics/trump-federal-workers-fired-rehired.html
https://www.reuters.com/technology/cybersecurity/mass-federal-layoffs-will-hurt-cybersecurity-former-top-us-security-official-2025-03-05/
https://www.yahoo.com/news/russian-chinese-spies-targeting-us-223957337.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/15/us/politics/states-hiring-fired-federal-workers.html
https://www.kvue.com/article/news/local/austin-hiring-campaign-federal-workers/269-c0425b08-09ad-495f-847d-231ccaf67225
https://ourpublicservice.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Partnership-for-Public-Service_Probationary-Period-for-Federal-Workers.pdf
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