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_IT PI_INC:IF_LES-¢_J3VERNINgTHE FEDERAL PERSDNNE_ SYSTEM

7he Civil Service Reform Act (Pub.L. Naa 95°454, 92 Stat. l l_ (1978))requires that Federal
De_onnel management be kmpiemented ccnsistentw_th the followingmerit principles,o

{ _) F(ecruitrnent should be from, qualified individuals from appropriate sources in en endeavor to
echieYe a work force from aU segments of society, and selection and advancement should be
dete_7_ined_olelyon the basisof re_tive abHity_ knowJedge, and ski_s_ _fte_ fairand open
oa_rj_etition which assures that sH _eceive equal oppo_tunity_

(2) A_l_employees and applicants fo? employment _hould r®ceive fsi_ end equitable t_estment in
_'_1_l_pects of persenne_ mnnagement without _ega_d to poiitics_affi._iation__ece_ co,or,
?el_gion, nat[anal origin_ $e×_ maritalstatus_ege_ or handicapping condition_ and with p_oper
?e_yd for their privacy sad ccnstitut_ons_ _ghtso

(3) Equal pay should be p_ovided for work of equal vs_ue_ with _pp_opri_te consideration of
both nationM and loce_ _tes paid by emp_oye_s _n the private sector_ e_d _gp_op_iste
incentivesend recognitionshouldbe p_cvided fc_e_ce_e_ce _n pe_fo_-msnOeo

(4) A_ employees _hou_d _naintsin high _t_nd_ds of integrity_ conduct_ _md concern fo? the
pub_Pcinterest.

(_) The Federalwo?k fo_ce 8hound be u_d efficiently sad effect[ve_y_

(5) Employees should be _'ets_ned o_ the b¢ais of the adequacy of thai? pe_fo_s_ce_ _n_dequate
pe?fo_mance should be cc_ected, end _mp_oyees should be separated who cannot o_ w_[L1_ot
improve thei? performance to meet _equired standards.

(?) £mployees should be provided effective education and trsink_g _n asses in which such
education and training wou_d _esult in bette_ o?gsnizations_ end indiv_dus_ pe_fo_msnCeo

(S) Employees _houid be-_

(_) protected mgminst a_b_t_y set,one pe_so_e_ fsve_it_m_ o? coercion fo_ ps_t_san
political purposes_mad

(b) prohibited fram using the_? off,cie1 eutho?ity o_ _nf_uence fo_ the purpose of
interfering with o_ affecting the _esu_t.af _n e_ection o? m nam_nstio_ I7o_e_ectiOno

(_) Employees should be p_otected ags_nst _ep_issl fo_ the lewfu_ d_sc_osu_e of [nfo_metion
which the _mp_oyees _easonsb_y believe evidences°°

(s) a violation of a_y l_w, ?u_e_ o_ regu_t_on¢ OF
(b) mismanagement_ a g_oss waste of funds_ _n abuse of sutho_ty_ a? s _ubstentis_ sad

specific danger to public hea_th o_ 8slaty o

_t _s a p_ohibitedpersonne_ _mct_ce to take a_ fellto take may pe_sonne_ action when
ta_<ing or failing to take the action _esutts in the violation of any _s¥¢, _ule o_ ?egu_stion
_mp_ementingor directlyconcerning the_e me_gt pr_nciples_

The Me,it Systems P_otection 8°s_d _8 ali?acted by law to oo¢_duct _pecisl studies of the
c_vi_serviceand othe_Fede_e_ me_.tsystems to dates-ninewhether thesestetuta?ymandates are
being meti and to _eport _o the Congress _nd the P_esident on whethe_ the Public bnterest in a
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PREFACE

In the sur_er of 1981, the Merit SystEm%s Protection Board (MSPB) decided to

conduct a study to determine whether 1981 reductions-in-force (RIFs) were being

conducted in accordance with merit principles and the avoidance of prohibited

personnel practices. This task was assigned to the Office of Merit Systems

Review and Studies (MSRS) which has responsibility for the Board's statutory

mandate to conduct special studies relating to the civil service and other merit

systems in the executive branch.

In order to accomplish this task, MSRS assembled a staff research team

composed of a program analyst, a personnel management specialist, and a survey

statistician. This research team has undergone several personnel changes over

the life of the study. In addition to those me_lbers of the research team listed

on the back of the title page, the following former MSRS staff members also

contributed to the work of the project: Francine Samuelson, Carl Schmitt, Daniel

Wojcik, Gregory T. Diaz, and Kenneth Fo£an.

The MSRS research team first sought to frame the issues through discussions

with individuals knowledgeable about the subject of RIF. Once the issues were

established, a Personnelist questionnaire and a General questionnaire were

developed to search out the answers from senior personnel officials charged with

implementing RIFs and from employees affected by RIFs. The survey

questionnaires were used to obtain as broad a range of responses as possible

fram across the Federal Government. Nearly 800 completed the Personnelist

questionnaire for an 88% response rate and approximately 2,600 completed the

General questionnaire for a 70% response rate. These high response rates

greatly enhance the reliability of the survey findings.
L

This report identifies some of the strengths and weaknesses involved in the

implementation of 1981 RIFs and inherent in the present RIF system, and proposes

recor_nendations for corrective action. Although the report focuses on 1981

RIFs, the findings and recommendations have implications for the issues

involving RIF which face the Federal cut,ttunitytoday.

Dennis L. Little

Director, Office of Merit Syste_ls
Review and Studies
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(_ 1: INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

A. A NS_ B]DGINNINC THE GENESIS OF THE STUDY

The inauguration of a new Administration and the commencement of the 97th

Congress in January 1981 brought anticipated changes in the size of the
Federal civil service. In the last half of the 1970's the economy began to

grow less rapidly than the progr_._tatic elements of the Federal budget. In

response to this, the Administration proposed and the Congress enacted an

omnibus budget which reduced or curtailed many existing domestic programs and
shifted funds to state and local levels. Donald J. Devine, Director of the

Office of Personnel Management, described these reductions as "the largest

Federal budget cuts in our history." 1/ The end result was expected to be a

shrinking of the Federal work force, pa--rticularly in the non-Defense agencies.

Because of the separation of powers inherent in the Federal Government,
the exact dimensions of these budget and program changes were unclear from the

beginning. At least one newspaper article quoted predictions that as many as

35,000 Federal employees might lose their jobs. Attrition alone was not

expected to bring about these reductions. Thus, in the early months of 1981
it became obvious to Federal employees and the local newspapers that these

program shifts raised the prospect of large-scale involuntary personnel
decreases or reductions-in-force (RIFs) in the Federal Government. _2/

B. HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF RIFS

Prior to the new Administration, large-scale cutbacks had not occurred in

the Federal Government since the close of the Vietnam conflict in the early

1970's. In the past, the termination of wars, budget crises, voluntary

separations, as well as RIFs have all played a role in shrinking Federal

employment. The Department of Defense (DOD) experienced the bulk of Federal

personnel declines at the end of both the Korean and Vietnam conflicts. Total
DoD civilian employment was reduced after the Korean conflict by 153,000 or

11.4% from the war peak of 1,339,000 and after the Vietnam conflict by 300,000

or 22.3% from the war peak of 1,342,000. 3/ However, the 1981 cutbacks were

for the most part centered on the non--Defense segment of the Federal
Government.

1/ Statement of Donald J. Devine, Director, U.S. Office of Personnel

Management, before the Subcott_tittee on Manpower and Housing of the Government

Operations C_t_£titteeof the U.S. House of Representatives, January 27, 1982.

2/ Appendix A lists a glossary of selected RIF terms used in this report.

3/ Source: Department of Defense, Selected Manpower Statistics, Fiscal
Year 1981, Table 3-6, pp. 169 - 170. For a more detailed look at the

historical background of RIFs in the Federal Government, see Chapter 2.
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C. THE STUDY'S OBJECTIVES:

Given the likelihood of Government-wide personnel reductions, the Merit

Systems Protection Board (MSPB) developed in the spring and summer of 1981 a

long-range study of two phases. The purpose of the study was to review 1981

RIF practices and to determine whether or not the RIFs were conducted in

accordance with merit principles and did not involve prohibited personnel

practices. --4/

The first phase of the study involved the identification of critical

issues through interviews and correspondence with those knowledgeable about

the RIF process. This phase was conducted from July to September 1981. The

second phase involved the development, administration, and data analysis of

two questionnaire surveys on RIF. This phase was conducted from October 1981

through March 1983. This report provides an overview of the entire study and
includes findings and recommendations.

The study was designed to address six major areas. These are:

(1) The extent to which the 1981 RIF complied with the RiF regulations

promulgated by OPM and agencies.

(2) The extent to which the 1981 RIF complied with the merit principles

and avoided the prohibited personnel practices contained in the
Civil Service Reform Act of 1978.

(3) The extent to which agencies were prepared to conduct the technical

aspects of the 1981 RIF.

(4) The extent to which the 1981 RIF affected the efficiency and effec-
tiveness of the Federal work force.

(5) The extent to which agencies took alternative actions to minimize

the impact of the 1981 RIF.

(6) The extent to which the RIF syst_ might be improved.

4/ The Civil Service Reform Act of 1978 established the MSPB, and directed

it, as part of its mandate, to conduct special studies fram time to time to

determine if the merit syst_n is being adequately protected and to report its

findings to the President and Congress. (See 5 U.S.C. Section 1205(a)(3).)

The Office of Merit Systems Review and Studies (MSRS) has responsibility for

performing these functions.
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D. THE STUDY DESIGN

The first phase of the study involved interviews and correspondence with

49 individuals and groups who were knowledgeable about the RIF process. To
obtain a cross-section of opinion on the subject of RIFs, interviews were

conducted from July to September 1981, with personnel officials, managers,

employees (inCluding unions), and oversight agency representatives. Twenty of
the interviews involved the identification of RIF issues, and the other

twenty-nine were conducted on-site in Washington, D.C. and the field at

agencies then expecting or undergoing RIFs. 5--/

The second phase of the study involved two written questionnaire

surveys. One (General Questionnaire) went to a stratified, random,
Gover rm_ent-wide sample of appr ox imately 3,800 employees, the other

(Personnelist Questionnaire) went to a group of approximately 900 senior

personnel officials who had volunteered to participate in surveys such as this

one. 6/ The questionnaires were mailed out in late November and early
Decemb-er 1981. About 2,600 or 70% of the employees responded and nearly 800

or 88% of the senior personnel officials responded.

The two questionnaires were designed to elicit the opinions of the

respondents on a number of topics. Some of the questions asked of both

employees and senior personnel officials were identical and some of the

questions were comparable in content. Other questions were only asked of the

one group or the other. For example, both employees and senior personnel
officials were asked identical questions of their views of the effect of RIF

on morale and productivity, supervisory knowledge of agency plans, and RIF

retention factors. Both groups were asked comparable questions on access to
RIF-related documents and information and the fairness and equity of the RIF.

Only employees were asked questions on the appeals process. Only senior

personnel officials were asked about some of the more technical aspects of the

RIF, such as the extent of their agencies' compliance with RIF regulations,

the adequacy of RIF preparations, and the effectiveness of RIF alternatives.

Some questions in both questionnaires were directed only at respondents

who had experience or knowledge of the issue being addressed. Most of these

questions were directed toward those respondents who identified themselves as

5/ Appendix B contains a more detailed list of these contacts.

6/ Appendix C s_.._arizes the survey methodology. Appendix D contains the

survey questionnaires. Senior personnel officials (SPO's) are me_nbers of the
Personnelist RIF sample which consisted of personnel officials who were at

GS-15 and above or equivalent in Washington, D.C. and at GS-13 and above or

equivalent outside the Washington, D.C. area. Because the SPO's were not

required to answer each question, the number of respondents for most questions
in the Personnelist questionnaire varied from approximately 300 to 700. For

the same reason, the number of employees who responded to most questions in

the General questionnaire varied from approximately 300 to over 2,500.
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working in agencies or immediate work groups that had or expected to have a

RIF. The balance of the questions were to be answered by all respondents

regardless of the RIF status of their agencies.

Because the study was designed before the actual RIF incidence was known,

the study is based on the attitudes of employees and senior personnel
officials toward both actual and anticipated RIFs. OPM administrative data on

the number of employees affected by RIF through separations, downgrades, or

lateral reassigr_ents are presented in Chapter 3 for a perspective on the
direct impact of the 1981 RIF.

S(xne conventions have been used throughout this report to aid the reader
in interpreting the study data. First, we have tried to indicate where

identical or comparable questions were asked of both group of respondents and

where questions were asked of only one group. Second, we have used terms

throughout the report to describe specific segments of respondents, such as

employees and senior personnel officials in "RIF-affected agencies" and senior

personnel officials "with operational responsibility." Explanations of these
terms are found in Appendix A.

Third, unless otherwise noted, the number of respondents shown for each

table and chart in this report is the absolute or unweighted number of
respondents. All percentages shown in the text, tables, and charts for

employees (respondents to the General questionnaire) are based on weighted

data. The data were weighted to extrapolate from the sample results to the

total Federal work force, i.e., to expand the sample size to equal the
population from which it was drawn. All percentages shown in the text,

tables, and charts for senior personnel officials (respondents to the

Personnelist questionnaire) are based on unweighted data, i.e., the absolute
number of respondents.

E. SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS

This report presents findings and rec(mraendations based primarily on an
analysis of the data from the questionnaires and OPM's administrative data on

the number of RIFs, supplemented by information gathered from the inter-
views, 7--/ The significant findings are: 8 /

· The 1981 RIFs directly affected through separations, downgrades, or

lateral reassignments, a much smaller number of employees than was
originally anticipated--12,594 or less than 1% of the full-time

permanent work force. However, of the relatively small number

7/ Selected relevant comments from these interviews were included in this

report to help the reader understand the qualitative values and reasoning
behind some of the statistical responses.

8/ The first finding listed below is based on OPM's administrative data.

All of the other listed significant findings are derived from the

questionnaire data which are based on the opinions of the survey _espondents.

Appendix E contains a complete listing of all the study findings.
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affected, women and minorities statistically disproPOrtionately bore
the brunt of the actions. For example, 42% of all the 1981 actions

involved women, although 37% of the total Federal work force were

women. Thirty-seven percent of all the 1981 RIF actions involved

minorities, while only 23% of the total Federal work force were

minorities. The impact on women and minorities was even greater if

one looks only at separations. Over half (51%) of those separated
in the 1981 RIF were women and 40% of those separated were

minorities. It should be noted, however, that these data were not

analyzed by agency. It is possible that the agencies involved in

the 1981 RIF employed disproportionately higher numbers of women and

minorities that in other parts of the Federal Government.

· Agencies appeared to conduct the 1981 RIFs in compliance with RIF

regulations, with some notable exceptions. For example, a

potentially serious problem area that arose in this study concerned
allegations from approximately one-fifth of the senior personnel

officials that they were improperly pressured to violate RIF

regulations. Additionally, the major structural problem that
surfaced in the study was the failure of agencies to con_unicate
sufficient RIF information and documents that were required or

reconm_ended to be provided to employees. Many employees rePOrted

that they were not able to review required RIF documents such as

their retention registers, papers showing the outcome of the RIF,
and their official personnel folders. The majority of employees

also reported that they had not received as much required

information as they needed on areas such as how the RIF might affect

them personally and their rights to appeal and receive severance

pay. In addition, employees and senior personnel officials felt that

supervisors were not sufficiently knowledgeable about their agency

RIF plans, despite the fact that the RIF regulations recon_ended

that supervisors be involved in all phases of the RIF planning

process.

· ResPOndents were relatively positive about the equity and fairness
of the 1981 RIF. Allegations of prohibited personnel practices

principally involved issues related to management favoritism,

including the awarding of inflated performance appraisals.

· Those charged with implementing RIFs, the senior personnel
officials, were reasonably satisfied with the policy guidance,

technical assistance, and training on RIF procedures received from

their agencies and OPM. However some problems were identified with

regard to "hands on" technical assistance and POlicy guidance on

"early out" retirement and RIF-related labor relations matters.
Another structural problem surfaced in the study was that

approximately one-third of the employees thought that their job

descriptions were not accurate enough to be used as the basis for
RIF decisions.




