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Since 1883, the U.S. Government has been committed to a merit-based civil service system
intended to ensure the presence of a well-qualified Federal workforce that effectively and effi-
ciently carries out the many missions of Government. That commitment is currently embodied in
an extensive set of personnel laws, regulations, and procedures cast within a framework of
statutory merit system principles. As the Government's central personnel agency, the U.S. Office
of Personnel Management (OPM) is assigned major responsibility for ensuring that individual
Federal agencies operate their personnel programs in accord with those merit principles. More-
over, through its oversight activities, OPM is to monitor the effectiveness of the personnel laws,
regulations, and procedures in order to help guide their continual evolution and refinement. A
major mechanism used by OPM to fulfill its oversight and compliance responsibilities is a formal
personnel management evaluation program. This report reviews and assesses the operation of

that program.

The U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board (MSPB), an independent Federal agency, conducts an
annual review and reports on the significant actions of OPM as part of a planned system of
“checks and balances” to protect the public interest in a merit-based civil service system. Since
its establishment in 1978, MSPB has periodically included OPM’s personnel management evalua-
tion (PME) program in those reviews. This reflects both the importance of the PME program and
the fact that it has undergone some significant changes over time. While those earlier MSPB
reviews were critical of a number of shortcomings in OPM’s evaluation program, the last review
in 1989 identified some promising initiatives and plans on the part of OPM to address those
problems. This update finds that some of those efforts have met with success while others have
not. The report concludes with several recommendations for change.

OPM'’s personnel management evaluation system has a
long history extending back to the 1940’s and its prede-
cessor agency, the U.S. Civil Service Commission
(CSC). When the Commission was abolished and OPM
was established by the Civil Service Reform Act of 1978,
OPM initially continued to operate the program it
inherited from CSC. This program was focused on
compliance with law and regulation by individual
Federal installations and operating personnel offices and
-entailed numerous, resource-intensive site visits by OPM
evaluators. :

In fiscal year 1984, OPM made a major change in
empbhasis in its PME program from one focused on
evaluations of individual Federal installations to one
focused on gathering and aggregating statistical data
from the Federal agencies on their personnel operations.
The intent was to provide to the OPM director better

A Report by the U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board

Governmentwide indicators on the status of Federal
human resources management. However, in two previous
studies covering OPM’s 1984 program change, MSPB
found that the indicators proved to be of limited value.
Further, the revised PME program at that point lacked the
capacity to uncover systemic problems and abuses in the
civil service.

Findings and Recommendations

Since fiscal year 1990, OPM has been amending its PME
program, changing its emphasis from aggregated statisti-
cal indicators to greater focus on individual Federal
installations and on regulatory compliance. MSPB finds
that this re-emphasizing of compliance and of individual
Federal installation needs in the PME program is a
positive development.




Civil Service Evalu

Notwithstanding these positive developments, MSPB
also finds that OPM’s PME program should be playing a
more effective role in supporting the Federal human
resources management program. This larger role has
been envisioned by OPM, itself, in its “Strategic Plan for
Federal Human Resources Management” published in FY
1991. In part, that plan calls for the personnel manage-
ment evaluation system to “improve agency performance
and create a link between good personnel policy and
mission accomplishment.”

A major purpose of OPM’s strategic plan, of course, is to
articulate goals still to be achieved and to provide broad
measures in the form of desired outcomes by which to
judge progress toward those goals. In that context,
MSPB offers the following major findings and recom-
mendations to help plot the future course of OPM’s
personnel management evaluation program:

1. While OPM has maintained a significant organiza-
tional and resource commitment to PME, the
commitment among the individual departments and
agencies has varied widely from almost none to
quite a bit. For those agencies on the low end of
the scale, this can be quite problematic since OPM
justifiably depends on active individual agency
PME programs to round out its own efforts. Part of
the reason for lack of agency commitment is that
most Federal managers still do not see any linkage
between PME and their efforts toward more
effective mission accomplishment. OPM needs to
provide this linkage through its leadership of and
communication with other Federal agencies.

OPM needs to exercise its leadership in this
area by:

@ increasing its efforts to evaluate agency PME
programs, providing more feedback and, as
needed, assistance to agencies in need of
improvement;

@ revising the Federal Personnel Manual chapters
on PME as soon as possible to improve
coordination of OPM and agency efforts and to
clarify agency obligations under this program;

@ obtaining greater involvement by line managers

outside the personnel function in future efforts
to improve the approach to PME;
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® seeking recognition of the Personnel Manage-
ment Evaluation program as a legitimate
element of each agency’s mandated internal
management control system; and .

@® develop better indicators of personnel manage-
ment effectiveness. Such indicators should seek
to establish and reinforce the link between
mission accomplishment capability and various
personnel management practices, policies, and
procedures. Such indicators might be devel-
oped through a collaborative effort between
OPM and another Federal agency in order to
create a model agency-level PME program that
can be shared for possible adaptation by other
agencies. ’

2. Over time, OPM expended considerable resources
in developing a statistical report on personnel
management activities and operations—the
Personnel Management Indicators Report (PMIR).
OPM estimates that the current cost of maintaining
this system is minimal (slightly less than one staff
year plus overhead). Nonetheless, most agencies
reported that the periodic PMIR reports provided to
them were simply not useful (or used). In response
to this finding and an MSPB suggestion that the
distribution of those reports be discontinued, OPM
noted that it would:

@ work with agencies to explore whether additional
statistical reports would be useful; and

@ cnsure that the intent of the PMIR and its appro-
priate uses are well understood and
communicated.

OPM should follow through on its stated
intention to work with agencies in a re-
examination of the PMIR. Future transmis-
sion of the PMIR reports to agencies, if any,
should be dependent on demonstrated need
and utility. Independently, of course, OPM
may wish to retain any aspects of the PMIR
that it finds useful for its own
Governmentwide policy and program
planning and evaluation.

A Report by the U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board



Purpdse of Study

The U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board (MSPB) has a
responsibility to report to the President and Congress on
“the significant actions of the Office of Personnel
Management [OPM], including an analysis of whether
the actions of [OPM] are in accord with merit system
principles and free from prohibited personnel practices.”
The Board discharges this responsibility by studying one
or more aspects of OPM’s program each year. This
review and evaluation of OPM’s oversight of Federal
personnel systems and agency personnel programs is one
of those studies.

Many of OPM’s activities contribute to its oversight
efforts, such as OPM’s audits of delegated examining,
audits of Senior Executive Service (SES) programs, and
evaluation of personnel security programs. However,
OPM’s principal mechanism for exercising oversight is
the personnel management evaluation (PME) program.
The current study is focused on that program and its
contribution to oversight.

This is MSPB’s fourth published study of OPM’s
oversight program since the creation of the two agencies
by the Civil Service Reform Act of 1978 (CSRA).2 Our
earlier studies of OPM’s oversight program centered on
the PME program as does the current study. In these
earlier studies, we focused on OPM’s ability to ensure
Federal agencies’ compliance with personnel law and
regulation, and we found need for improvement. While
the current study looks at OPM’s program for ensuring
compliance, its focus is on the broader aspects of the
PME program. These aspects include the ability of the
program to enhance the merit principles and, most

'5 U.S8.C. 1206.

importantly given the emphasis on quality in the Federal
Government, the ability of the PME program to help
managers identify and solve their human resources
problems.

Our study finds that OPM has improved its ability to
ensure regulatory requirements since we last looked at
the PME program.- However, the program has not
effectively addressed the need to enhance agencies’
human resources programs to meet the needs of manag-
ers. While OPM has taken some initiatives to address
management needs, much more remains to be done.
This is particularly critical since the PME program has
been identified within OPM’s strategic plan as a key
element for achieving greater acceptance of human
resources management practices by managers.

This report makes several recommendations for initia-
tives which we feel will help OPM to better focus its
program on achieving its stated goals.

Methodology

We began our study by reviewing current and prior
OPM guidance and publications related to the oversight
function, and past analyses of OPM’s PME program by
the Board and by the U.S. General Accounting Office

(GAO). We then held group interviews with officials

responsible for the personnel evaluation programs in 18
of the largest Federal departments and agencies. We

.also had a number of interviews with staff members of

the office responsible for OPM’s PME program, the
Agency Compliance and Evaluation (ACE) office. In
addition, the study team visited OPM’s San Francisco

2The prior studies were: U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, “U.S. Office of Personnel Management and the Merit System: A Retrospective
Assessment,” Washington, DC, June 1989; U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, “Report on the Significant Actions of the Office of Personnel
Management During 1984-1985,” Washington, DC, May 1986; and U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, “Report on the Significant Actions of the
Office of Personnel Management During 1983,” Washington, DC, December 1984.
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regional office to assess the way that office was imple-
menting OPM’s PME program and to look at several
initiatives that office was taking to enhance the effective-
ness of the PME program at Federal agencies within the
San Francisco region.

In addition, we provided OPM with a draft of this report
for review and comment. OPM agreed with some
recommendations contained in this report and noted

relevant efforts that they plan to take or have already
taken. After receiving OPM’s comments, we expanded
our discussion to address these comments. Based on
OPM’s comments, we also made some modifications for
purposes of clarity and dropped some discussion which
was not part of the main focus of the report. A copy of
OPM’s comment letter is included as an appendix.
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EVOLUTION OF CIVIL
SERVICE OVERSIGHT

The personnel management evaluation program is one
which has existed for over 40 years, and the program as
it exists today is a product of that 40-year history. The
PME program arose from the military inspection model
at the end of World War II. This helps explain why
certain emphases have existed in the program and
provides a point of departure from which to initiate new
methods which will enhance the program without
undoing the PME program’s current utility.

Oversight Prior to the Civil Service
Reform Act of 1978

The U.S. Civil Service Commission (CSC), which
preceded OPM as the Federal Government’s central
personnel management agency, began operating an
oversight program shortly after World War II. CSC
program instructions issued as part of the Federal
Personnel Manual (FPM) in 1972 traced the origins of
this program to CSC’s need to provide oversight of the
authorities delegated to the agencies as a result of the
huge expansion of the Federal workforce during World
War II. The 1972 FPM issuance pointed to Executive
Order 9830 (Feb. 24, 1947), which assigned CSC the
responsibility for providing leadership in personnel
management throughout the civil service, as the impetus
for the oversight program.

In the early years of the program, CSC’s primary
oversight activity was policing compliance by the
agencies with law and regulation. The principal element
of the program was designated “personnel management
evaluation” (PME), with CSC “inspectors” performing
compliance reviews at Federal installations.

The PME oversight program continued to grow as CSC
delegated more personnel management responsibility to
the departments and agencies. By the early 1970’s, the
PME program was so extensive that it required staffs
nationwide in all of CSC’s regions. By that time, CSC
had changed the name of its agents from “inspectors” to
“evaluators,” reflecting a broadening of oversight
coverage over time. That is, the program had expanded
from the original focus on auditing for legal and regula-
tory compliance to include the following two functions
as well:

® Evaluating the quality of management in operating
personnel offices and the effect of personnel
policies and practices on employees and manag-
ers, and providing feedback to agency heads and
the CSC chairman; and

® Motivating agency managers at all levels to
improve personnel management in their agencies.

The CSC oversight program relied on an evaluation
process that used a complex, labor-intensive methodol-
ogy. A typical evaluation at that time was focused on a
single operating personnel office within an agency and
included extensive reviews of programs and a review of a
sampling of individual actions, such as promotions,
appointments, and awards, for compliance with regula-
tions and procedural and documentary requirements. In
addition, evaluations typically included desk audits of
selected positions, with evaluators sitting down with
employees to make sure that, among other things, the
work performed matched the work described in the
position description. Evaluation teams were typically on
site for 2 or more weeks. Providing some indication of
the complexity and difficulty of their work was the
volume of PME program guidance issued by CSC. By
1972, the agency’s PME program materials included a
Federal Personnel Manual supplement and the specific
procedures, techniques, and forms used in the oversight
process. These materials filled two 3-inch ring binders.

3Federal Personnel Manual Supplement (Internal) 273-73, September 1972.
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In addition to operating its own PME program, CSC
encouraged individual departments and agencies to
develop their own personnel management evaluation
programs. While some agencies had established internal
PME programs as early as World War II (the FPM
supplement on PME pointed to the War Department as
an example), all Federal departments and agencies were
not required to establish PME programs until directed to
by a Presidential Memorandum dated October 9, 1969,
which stated the following:

Each Executive department and agency [head]
shall * * * establish a system to review
periodically the effectiveness of personnel
management in his organization so that he can
assure himself and me that his organization is
striving continuously to achieve the best
possible use of personnel resources.

The October 1969 memorandum also spelled out CSC’s
leadership role in personnel management evaluation as
intended at that time, specifying that CSC should
exercise leadership by:

® Establishing standards for adequate evaluation
systems [within the departments and agencies];

@ Conducting research in and developing methods
for evaluating personnel management;

® Ensuring that persons who engage in personnel
management evaluation are properly qualified and
receive the necessary training;

® Assessing the adequacy of agency evaluation
systems and requiring necessary improvement;

@ Maintaining its own capability to make indepen-
dent evaluation of agency personnel management
effectiveness sufficient to evaluate the adequacy
of agency efforts and to supplement and
complement such efforts; and

® Collaborating and coordinating with the Bureau of
the Budget [the predecessor of the Office of
Management and Budget] in its overall responsi-
bility for evaluation of organization and manage-
ment in the Executive Branch.

45 U.S.C. 2301(b)(1) et seq.
>5U.8.C. 2302.

The PME program based on the 1969 Presidential
Memorandum remained in place at CSC until 1979 when
provisions of the Civil Service Reform Act abolished that
agency and created the Office of Personnel Management,
which absorbed the PME function.

Oversight After the Civil Service
Reform Act of 1978

* The CSRA ushered in a new era of oversight in the civil

service by articulating in law for the first time, the
general principles (the Merit System Principles)* to be
followed and specific personnel practices which were
forbidden (the Prohibited Personnel Practices).” It also
assigned new roles in the oversight of the civil service.
The act created the Office of Personnel Management, the
Merit Systems Protection Board (MSPB) and its Special
Counsel (the Office of Special Counsel has since been
made an independent agency), and the Federal Labor
Relations Authority. The CSRA assigned all of these
agencies, as well as the U.S. General Accounting Office,
some aspect of the oversight responsibility for the
integrity of the civil service.®

CSRA emphasized the upholding of the merit system
principles and keeping the civil service free from
prohibited personnel practices as the principal reasons
for oversight. While CSRA stated OPM’s responsibility
for ensuring agency compliance with regulation and
OPM standards, it required OPM to “establish and
maintain an oversight program to ensure that activities
under any authority delegated * * * are in_accordance
with the merit system principles * * *[emphasm

added] 7

The law requires MSPB to “conduct special studies * * *
and report to the President and Congress as to whether
the public interest in a civil service free of prohibited
personnel practices is being adequately protected
[emphasis added]”® and to report to the President and
Congress on the significant actions of OPM and provide
“an analysis of whether the actions [of OPM] are in
accord with merit system principles and free from

prohibited personnel practices [emphasis added].”
Similarly, the principal mission of the Office of Special

Counsel is to “protect employees, former employees, and

¢ While the Civil Service Reform Act assigned oversight roles to the agencies which it authorized and to GAO, oversight responsibilities are
also inherent in the roles of other agencies and officials, particularly agencies’ inspectors general.

75 U.S.C. 1104(b)(2).
85 U.S.C. 1204(a)(3).
°5U.S.C. 1206.
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