




























































































A more tangible answer can be found by looking 
at actual qualification standards. Typically, aPM 
qualification standards begin with a table specify­
ing amounts of work experience and/or education 
which an applicant must have to qualify for 
various grade levels in that occupation. An illus­
trative example of such a table is shown in figure 
10 below, which is reproduced from aPM's 
qualification standard for police and security 
guard positions, issued in 1988. 
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In addition to a table of experience and/or educa­
tion requirements, qualification standards also 
typically contain the following elements: 

• Definitions of what type(s) of experience may 
be counted towards the experience require­
ments; 

• Definitions of what type(s) of education may 
be counted towards the education require­
ments; 

• Rules governing how combinations of educa­
tion and experience can be counted towards 
the standard's requirements; 

• Descriptions of wri tten or other proficiency 
tests which may be required; 

• Where applicable, other requirements­
special clearances or investigations required, 
physical requirements, drivers license re-
q uiremen ts, etc. 

The use to which a qualification standard is put is 
very different from that of a classification stan­
dard, even though both might be generated from 
the same aPM occupational study. Classification 
standards are applied to positions, while qualifica­
tion standards are applied to people (or at least to 
the skills, knowledges, and abilities of people). 

Classification and qualification standards are, 
however, inexorably linked-the questions of 
which qualification standard is used and what 
cri teria in that standard must be met are directly 
controlled by the classification assigned to the 
position. For that matter, until it is classified, 
prospective candidates would not know what 
qualifications are needed to perform the work or 
how much they could expect to be paid for doing 
it. 
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Conclusions 

This report has reviewed some of the more signifi­
cant actions which OPM has recently taken in two 
of its major program areas-qualifications and 
position classification. In so doing, a number of 
findings emerged. These are summarized below: 

• Classification standards are not as current as 
they should be (or as OPM says it wants 
them to be), yet the resources being devoted 
to producing classification standards are 
unlikely to ever achieve the currency which 
is being sought. 

• While OPM's moratorium on issuing classifi­
cation standards is no longer in effect, its 
negative effects linger on. In addition to not 
having achieved any substantial improve­
ment in the classification system's design 
during the moratorium, OPM's commitment 
to the current system is now questioned by 
some agencies and by the Classification and 
Compensation Society. 

• Classification appeals are rare (and are 
getting more rare by the year); of those that 
are adjudicated by OPM, few are won by the 
appellant. The reason for this paucity of 
appeals is not known, nor is its Significance. 

• In an important policy shift, OPM recently 
changed the focus of classification standards 
development to a new generic approach. 
Generic classification standards have re-

ceived a mixed reception from agencies, with 
some potentially serious concerns being 
raised about their impact on the classification 
system. Compounding the problem is the fact 
thatOPM's expectations for these standards 
differ from those held by Federal agencies. 

• On a conceptual level, the design of the 
existing classification system may not be 
what is needed to meet either current or 
future needs of the Federal civil service. 
Already over one-third of agencies (plus 
OPM) say that the system is not working 
properly. No master plan from aPM is 
evident at this time which will comprehen­
sively address these concerns. 

• The linkage of the classification and pay 
systems exacerbates whatever problems the 
classification system may have on its own. 
Current ideas for addressing pay issues (e.g., 
pay banding and locality pay), while not 
new, do have merit and should help the 
problem, even though they are not panaceas. 

• The qualifications rating system appears to 
be functioning smoothly and effectively-no 
agency reported indications of the system not 
working properly. 

• Qualification standards are more up-to-date 
than classification standards, and are gener­
ally well accepted by agencies. 
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• In a comparable policy shift to that taken 
with classification standards, OPM also 
recently began issuing new qualification 
standards in a generic format. These qualifi­
cation standards have been very well re­
ceived, and may represent a real improve­
ment over the nongeneric approach to 
defining qualification requirements, as well 
as a simplification of both style and content. 
Agencies have little concern at this time 
about potential inconsistency in qualification 
determinations resulting from their use. 

• Demographic and labor force changes may 
affect the future use of qualification stan­
dards. It will be a challenge for OPM to 
respond appropriately to these changes. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that OPM 
has entered a new phase in managing its classifica­
tion and qualification programs. Characterized by 
a renewed emphasis and a changing perspective, 
OPM's actions have the potential for positive 
results. OPM's intention seems to be to move from 
a maintenance-type program to a more proactive 
approach. How successful OPM will be, of course, 
remains to be seen. One critical component 
impacting on its success will be the level of re­
sources devoted to the program, especially in the 
standards production area. 

Given the newness of generic classification and 
qualification standards (in design and application~ 
if not concept), we have avoided making definitive 
recommendations for OPM followup action at this 
time. However, interspersed throughout this 
report are specific observations, if not concerns, 
which suggest possible areas where aPM may 
wish to pursue action. The more significant of 
these are summarized below: 
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• Unless and until the current classification 
system is scrapped, it is important for OPM 
to maintain a body of classification standards 
which are current, relevant and responsive 
to changing occupational practices. If re­
sources are not available for OPM to directly 
update its standards in a timely way, more 

creative use of other approaches may be 
necessary to accomplish this goal (e.g., 
expanded use of private sector contractors, 
or official OPM "blessing" of agency classifi­
cation guides). 

• Lack of specificity in generic classification 
standards may lead to problems such as 
redundant efforts by agencies to supplement 
the standards, or inconsistent decisions 
which violate equal pay requirements. If the 
civil service will be operating under a 
different personnel management philosophy 
which obviates such concerns, a major re­
training program appears necessary to 
educate all concerned about the new ap­
proach. If the system's philosophy has not 
changed, it appears that OPM needs to 
rethink, or at least further refine, its generic 
classification standards, before these stan­
dards are implemented extensively. 

• Irrespective of what direction OPM follows, 
greater emphasis on communication with its 
constituencies cannot help but improve the 
end result. Whether it takes the form of 
marketing, educating, or simply listening, 
aPM's mission accomplishment could be 
enhanced if OPM is able to involve agencies 
and others more, making them stake-holders 
in the desired ou tcomes. 

• If pay banding is to be pursued, several 
issues need to be addressed, including the 
costs of a successful system versus the desire 
for budget neutrality; the practical meaning 
of equal pay for equal work under pay 
banding; and the role which accurate per­
formance appraisals play in making an 
effective system. 

• While generic qualification standards have 
catapulted the qualifications rating system 
into a much higher state of currency, this 
momentum could be lost if aPM is not able 
to respond quickly with revisions or addi­
tions as new occupations emerge or other 
changes are needed. 
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• Finally, given the conclusions in "Civil 
Service 2000" about future recruitment and 
retention issues which the Federal Govern­
ment will face, it is not too early to be aggres­
sively developing and testing staffing and 
qualifications practices which might be 
helpful in overcoming the concerns raised. 

OPM'S CLASSIFICATION & QUALIFICATION SYSTEMS -- A Renewed Emphasis, A Changing Perspective 55 



OPM Review-

OPM's Associate Director for Career Entry and 
Employee Development and Associate Director 
for Personnel Systems and Oversight were both 
given an opportunity to review this report before 
it was published. Following their review, each 
Associate Director provided written comments to 
MSPB on the draft report. Those comments were 
taken into consideration in preparing the final 
report. Copies of OPM's comments are shown in 
appendixes 1 and 2. 
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Appendix 1. 
Text of Letter from OPM's Associate Director for Career Entry and Employee Development, 
providing comments to MSPB on a draft of this report: 

United States 

Office of 
Personnel Management 

Ms. Evangeline W. Swift 
Director, Policy and Evaluation 
U. S. Merit Systems Protection Board 
Washington, D. C. 20419 

Dear Van: 

Washington, D.C. 20415 

In Reply Refer To Your Reference: 

SEP 1 5 1989 

I appreciate the opportunity to comment on the qualification 
standards portion of the draft Merit Systems Protection Board 
report on OPM's classification and qualification standards 
systems. 

Your staff has done an excellent job in capturing the 
complexities of the qualification standards system. The 
report generally presents a well-balanced view of the 
changes we have implemented to make qualification stand­
ards more responsive to agency needs. It identifies some 
important issues that we must be prepared to address in the 
future if qualification standards are to continue to support 
Federal recruiting and staffing operations effectively. 

We understand your concern that the additional flexibility 
now available may result in some variance among agencies. 
We believe that agencies need appropriate latitude if they 
are to have staffing programs that meet their particular 
needs. As OPM and the agencies gain more experience with the 
new system, we will continue to evaluate its implementation 
and make modifications as necessary. 

Sincerely, 

(1w¥-
Curtis J. Smith 
Associate Director 

for Career Entry and 
Employee Development 
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Appendix 2. 
Text of Letter from OPM's Associate Director for Personnel Systems & Oversight, providing 
comments to MSPB on a draft of this report: 

United States 

Office of 
Personnel Management Washington, D.C 20415 

Sep tember 28, 1989 10 R,pl, R,I" To 

Ms. Evangeline W. Swift 
Director, Policy and Evaluation 
U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board 
Washington, DC 20419 

Dear Ms. Swift: 

This responds to that portion of the MSPB report on "OPM's 
Classification and Qualification Systems" that focuses on the 
classification system. 

We found the report to be well researched and the conclusions 
generally balanced, especially to the extent that they reflected 
attitudes and opinions expressed by the agencies. Although the 
primary focus of the report is on OPM's classification and 
qualification standards development activities, the findings are 
presented in the context of the larger issue, i.e., our effort to 
administer an archaic system that no longer meets our needs but 
is difficult to change because the law provides very little 
latitude to add necessary flexibilities administratively. 

OPM has been acutely aware that there are problems with the 
Government's white collar classification system. Currently we 
are reviewing options for reforming the entire compensation 
system, and we are working on legislative proposals to that end. 
In the meantime, we will continue to support the current system 
by meeting all the critical requirements, but in ways which are 
likely to be most compatible with the new directions expected in 
future system alternatives. 

The OPM experiment with more generic classification standards is 
one initiative that fits this criterion. We appreciate the MSPB 
support of this effort in spite of early agency expressed 
concerns for potential adverse impact on inter- and intra-agency 
classification consistency. We understand their concerns, but 
until several generic standards have been issued and applied in 
other than a test setting we won't know what the actual impact 
will be. 
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Evangeline Swift 2 

Specific comments and recommendations pertaining to particular 
sections of the report are contained in the enclosure. The 
opportunity to comment is sincerely appreciated. 

Enclosure 

Sincerely. 

"';cCCLL-<-t"CL~ ~!d 
Claudia Cooley 
Associate Director fo 
Personnel Systems & Oversight 
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comments on Specific Aspects of the MSPB Report on OPM's 
Classification and Oualification Systems 

Currency of Existing Standards (pp 10-13) 

The fact that OPM has been unable to update occupational 
information in standards as quickly as occupations change cannot 
be disputed. As the section on generic standards makes clear, 
this approach is one that we are using to try to catch up, at 
least for those occupational job families that are most urgently 
needed now. While we agree that we need to find better and 
quicker means for satisfying the need for up to date standards, 
the pay crisis is also a key contributor to the demand for new 
standards. 

Many managers are convinced that if the standards were revised to 
reflect new technology and terminology, they would justify higher 
grades, and the increased salaries would alleviate staffing 
problems. In fact, since all new standards must replicate the 
grade level definitions in the law, which have not changed since 
1949, they rarely support significant upgradings. In fact, the 
application of new standards can identify positions that were 
overgraded in response to pay pressure and, unless duties are 
added to support the grades, result in downgrades. 

Most of the personnel community understands this often 
undesirable side effect of new standards, which could explain why 
there is a lack of consensus among the agencies about which 
standards need to be rewritten. The fact that it is difficult to 
reduce adverse impact detected during tests of draft standards 
results in extended consultation between agencies and OPM which 
adds to the time it takes to produce new standards. 

Overall accuracy of Standards (pp 14-15) 

We would have characterized the agency response in a different 
manner than that on page 15 concerning a tabulation of responses 
to the question: "How accurate do you think published 
classification standards are, overall (i.e., how well do they 
describe the duties, responsibilities, and qualifications 
inherent in the work, as well as distinguish between different 
grade levels of the work)? The responses were as follows: 

Very accurate - 3 agencies 
More accurate than inaccurate - 17 agencies 
More inaccurate than accurate - 1 agency 
Very inaccurate - 0 agencies 
Can't judge/Don't know - 0 agencies 
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The MSPB report characterized these responses as follows: "When 
asked about the overall accuracy of standards, only three 
agencies characterized standards as being 'very accurate. '" This 
is a rather misleading interpretation of the data. A different 
slant could have been given by saying: "Only one agency 
characterized the standards as being more inaccurate than 
accurate." A fairer summary would have been: "Twenty-one 
agencies found the standards either 'very accurate' or more 
accurate than inaccurate." 

Classification Consistency (pp 22-24) 

While the report contains a very insightful discussion of the 
relationship between classification program policy, standards 
development approaches, and consistency, it has drawn conclusions 
that seem premature. It is not at all clear that less detailed 
but more current OPM standards will produce more inconsistency 
than is being produced by more specific but less current 
standards. However, the need for more open discussion of our 
policy objective and of all the ways the agencies and OPM might 
use to improve consistency, while letting managers manage, is 
apparent. Clearly, the kind of "managing to budget" program 
being used by Navy is one example of an approach that is being 
tried to better share the accountability for control of costs. 
Another example is the redistribution of responsibilities of the 
agencies and OPM with regard to oversight. Improving automated 
information systems capabilities, both in OPM and agencies, are 
encouraging and facilitating this change in our traditional 
roles, but they need to be better understood in the context of 
our policy objectives. 

All of the above notwithstanding, it is important that we 
establish for the record that OPM has not said that inconsistency 
is "OK." Indeed OPM has a very active and positive intra-agency 
consistency program, as discussed later. Central to this effort 
is the legal requirement to assure equal pay for equal work. We 
are saying that new ways have to be found to be sure that 
consistency is maintained in spite of increasingly difficult 
management conditions. 

communication with the Agencies (pp 28-29) 

We do have to do a better job of communicating with agencies 
about what we are doing, but also about why we are doing it. To 
that end, we are revitalizing the lAG Committee on Position 
Classification; continuing to seek counsel and assistance from 
the Classification Consultation Committee, taking advantage of 
all opportunities to meet with personnelists and managers in the 
field and will convene the first OPM Conference on Position 
Classification in nine years, in November 1989. OPM is committed 
to involving the stakeholders in the decision making process 
early and continuously because we can't afford more false starts, 
and there is too much at stake to risk failure. On the other 
hand, some of the discussion on page 27 about agency reaction to 
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the test of more generic standards ignores later events and is 
misleading. For example, the complaints regarding the Test and 
Evaluation Engineering Guide were dealt with in a totally revised 
draft that was well received by all the agencies. Also, with 
regard to the 1987 lAG meeting, although timely response has 
always been emphasized, reasonable extensions have always been 
granted, and this is well known by the agencies. Although we 
realize that the report was based on data received from agencies 
in 1987 and 1988, we do not believe MSPB can ignore what has 
already been done to correct the complaints. 

Pay Banding (pp. 33-35) 

We acknowledge that pay banding provides agencies flexibilities 
that can result in cost increases. However, we do not agree 
with MSPB's assumption that increased costs are inherent outcomes 
of a successful pay banding system. In fact, in the Navy 
demonstration project ("China Lake") there is no documented 
relationship between the concept of pay banding and the increased 
costs experienced by the demonstration laboratories up to now. 
The very small increased costs (approximately 6% over 9 years) 
are due to higher starting salaries. increased pay pool funding 
and "buyout" costs incurred at the time of conversion, not to pay 
banding. While the much broadened pay ranges at the 
demonstration laboratories have provided much more latitude for 
managers to accelerate pay increases for high performers, relief 
from high grade controls and accelerated promotions at the 
control laboratories have now offset any real differences in 
salary costs per se. 

Effectiveness of the Classification Appeals System 

On page 19 is the statement "the odds of an incumbent prevailing 
in a classification appeal appear sufficiently low (roughly 1 in 
10) that one might wonder why anyone files an appeal." This 
statement is not constructive toward the operation of a sound 
appeals system. The "odds" of an employee prevailing in a 
classification appeal are dependent on the facts of his or her 
case. We believe that employees whose jobs are undergraded will 
prevail in 100 percent of their appeals. The fact that 9 out of 
10 appellants don't prevail is immaterial to the employee with a 
legitimate case. The statement in the MSPB report could 
discourage employees with valid classification complaints from 
filing classification appeals and receiving the upgradings to 
which they are entitled. Moreover. if we again accept the 
premise that data on appeals tell us something about the health 
of the system. we should conclude that the system is healthy, if 
9 of 10 agency determinations are correct. 

The report expresses surprise over the low percentage of 
employees who file classification appeals and the relatively low 
number of employees who prevail in their appeals. The report 
overlooks some of the more plausible explanations for this. In 
the first place, the pressure to undergrade jobs is almost 
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nonexistent. On the contrary, classifiers are almost constantly 
faced with strong pressures to upgrade positions so that managers 
can reduce turnover and maintain the quality work force. Given 
the widening pay gap (recognized as sizable in several studies) 
between correctly classified Federal positions and counterpart 
private sector positions, it would be disastrous for an agency to 
compound underpayment of salaries with undergrading of positions. 

In the second place, the agencies also have a very formal appeals 
process in place that resolves the more obvious errors at that 
level. Only those cases that the agencies could not approve are 
likely to be forwarded to OPM--unless the employee chooses not to 
use the agency process. 

The report also overlooks the positive impact that OPM's intra­
agency classification consistency requirements have had on agency 
classification programs. Since 1981, agencies have been required 
by regulation to apply OPM classification appeal decisions to 
identical. similar. or related posi tions in the agency to insure 
consistency with the OPM decision. When OPM has reason to 
believe that positions within an agency may be classified 
inconsistently with a position in an appeal decision. it requires 
the agency to review the classification of these positions and 
report the results of the review to OPM. Since OPM began the 
program in 1980, agencies have reviewed over 17,000 positions to 
assure consistency with OPM classification decisions. Agencies 
have found approximately 18.5 percent of these positions to be 
overgraded and 7.4 percent undergraded. 

Resources needed to achieve currency in OPM standards (p 59) 

Given the possibility that changes may be made in the pay and 
classification system, it would not be a wise use of limited 
resources to try to achieve currency for all occupational 
standards under the existing system. Director Newman has 
convened a broad-based task force to review options for reform of 
the General Schedule system and is committed to developing a 
legislative proposal by early 1990. Until the scope and nature 
of that initiative are determined, we will proceed with our test 
of more generic standards while updating single occupation 
standards which do not lend themselves to broader treatment and 
are of great interest to agencies. If we eventually determine 
such an approach is not effective, we will work with the agencies 
to explore more effectiv,e alternatives. 

Locality Pay (pp 38-41) 

Also on page 40, the presumption that pay will be reduced when an 
employee moves from a high pay area to a lower pay area may be 
incorrect. Should the locali ty pay be included in the base, 
rather than paid as a differential, it may be possible and 
desirable to adjust pay within the lower wage area range to 
accommodate the difference, or provide for some method of pay 
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retention. This is an issue that will .be addressed as part of 
any move to locality pay. Furthermore, to suggest that private 
employers might attribute the pay loss that could result from 
movement from a high pay to low pay area to a failure of some 
kind on the part of the employee is unnecessarjly alarmist. 

Finally, OPM'S recently completed study on geographic mobility 
reveals extremely limited movement from one metropolitan 
statistical area (MSA) to another--less than 5% of the workforce. 
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