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S
“—MERIT PRINCIPLES COVERNING THE FEDERAL PERSONNEL SYSTEM

The Civil Service Reform Act (Pub.L. No, 95-454, 92 Stat. 11} {(1978)) reguires that Federal
perscnnel management be impiemented consistent with the following merit principles:

- (1) Recruitment should be from qualified individuals from appropriate sources in 2n endeavor to
echieve a work force from all segments of society, and selection and advancement should be
determined solely on the basis of relative ability, knowledge, and skills, after fair and open
competition which assures that all receive equal opportunity.

(2) All employees and applicants for employment should receive fair and equitable treatment in
zll aspects of personne! management without regard toc political effilistion, rece, color,
religion, national origin, sex, merital status, age, or handicapping condition, and with proper
regerd for their privacy and constitutional rights.

(3) Equal pay shouid be provided for work of egqual value, with eppropriste consideration of
both national and local rates peaid by empleyers in the private sector, and appropriate
incentives and recognition should be provided for excelience in performance.

(8) All employees should meintein high stendards of integrity, conduct, and concern for the
public interest. .

(5) The Federal work force should be uszd efficiently and effectively.

{6) Employees should be retained on the basis of the adequacy of their performance, inadequate
performance should be corrected, end employees should be separated who cannot or will not
Improve their performance to meet reguired stendards.

(7) Employees shouid be provided effective educetion and treining in cases in which such
education and training would result in betler organizational and individual performance.

{8) Employees should be--

(2) protected =ageinst erbitrary action, personal favoritism, or coercion for partisan
political purposes, and

(b) prohibited from using their official authority or influence for the purpose of
interfering with or affecting the result.of an election or 8 nomination for election.

(9) Employees shouid be protected sgainst reprisal for the lawful disclosure of information
which the employees ressonably beliesve evidences--

(2) a violation of any law, rule, or reguistion, or ,
(b) mismanagement, a gross waste of funds, an abuse of authority, or & substantial end
specific danger to public health or safety.

It is a prohibited perscnnel practice to take or =il to teke any personnel action when
taking or failing to take thz action results in the violation of amy law, rule or regulation
implementing or directly concerning these merit principles.

The Merit Systems Protection Board is directed by law to conduct special studies of the
civil service and other Federal merit systemse to determine whether these statutory mandates are
being met; and to report to the Congress and the President on whether the public interest in &
civil service free of prohibited personnel practices is being adequately protected.

These studies, of which this report is one, are conducted by the Office of Merit Systems
" Review and Studies.’
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PREFACE

In the summer of 1981, the Merit Systems Protection Board (MSPB) decided to
conduct a study to determine whether 1981 reductions-in-force (RIFsS) 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 members 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 Foran.

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 Govermment. 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.

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
recommendations 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 community today.

Dennis L. Little
Director, Office of Merit Systems
Review and Studies
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CHAPTER l: INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

A. A NEW BEGINNING—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 programmatic 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." E/ The end result was expected to be a
shrinking of the Federal work force, particularly 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.

}/ Statement of Donald J. Devine, Director, U.S. Office of Personnel
Management, before the Subcommittee on Manpower and Housing of the Government
Operations Committee of 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 Govermment, see Chapter 2.




C. THE STUDY'S OBJECTIVES:

Given the likelihood of Goverrment-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 system might be improved.

i/ The Civil Service Reform Act of 1978 established the MSPB, and directed
it, as part of its mandate, to conduct special studies from time to time to
determine if the merit system 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
perfoming these functions.



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. f’_/

The second phase of the study involved two written questionnaire
surveys. One (General Questionnaire) went to a stratified, random,
Govermment-wide sample of approximately 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. E/ The questionnaires were mailed out in late November and early
December 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

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

E/ Appendix C summarizes the survey methodology. Appendix D contains the
survey questionnaires. Senior personnel officials (SPO's) are members 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 reassignments are presented in Chapter 3 for a perspective on the
direct impact of the 1981 RIF. ‘

Some 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 recommendations 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 reassigmments, 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

Z/ 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.

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

All of the other 1listed significant findings are derived from the
questionnaire data which are based on the opinions of the survey respondents.

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 communicate
sufficient RIF information and documents that were required or
recommended 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 recommended
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.






