Managing Public Employees
in the Public Interest

EMPLOYEE PERSPECTIVES ON MERIT PRINCIPLES IN FEDERAL WORKPLACES

(3) Equal pay should be provided for work of equal value, with appropriate consideration
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The President
President of the Senate
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Dear Sirs:

In accordance with the requirements of 5 U.S.C. § 1204(a)(3), it is my honor to submit this U.S. Merit
Systems Protection Board (MSPB) report, Managing Public Employees in the Public Interest: Employee
Perspectives on Merit Principles in Federal Workplaces. This report discusses Federal employee perceptions
of Federal agencies’ adherence to the merit system principles codified at 5 U.S.C. § 2301, focusing on
stewardship — how agencies manage resources and Federal employees to accomplish agency missions and

serve the public interest.

Most Federal employees believe that their organizations strive to maintain high standards of conduct and
concern for the public interest. However, survey results show that many Federal employees believe that their
leaders fall short in making the often-difficult decisions needed to make truly efficient and effective use of
the Federal workforce. For example, among the 25 stewardship-related questions in our survey, agreement
was lowest for items that concerned the extent to which organizations: (1) eliminate unnecessary

functions and positions; and (2) effectively address poor performance. Federal employees also expressed
concerns about agency support for necessary training and development and their organizations’ ability to
retain their best employees. Our report contains recommendations to address perceptions and issues in these

areas.

In the current environment, it is more important than ever for Federal agencies and Federal leaders to
demonstrate that they are good stewards of the resources entrusted to them — including the Federal
workforce. I believe you will find this report useful as you consider issues affecting the Federal Government’s

ability to operate efficiently and effectively in these challenging times.
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Susan Tsui Grundmann
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THE MERIT SYSTEM PRINCIPLES
-5 U.S.C. §2301(B)

Federal personnel management should be implemented consistent with the following merit system
principles:

(1) Recruitment should be from qualified individuals from appropriate sources in an endeavor
to achieve 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
all aspects of personnel management without regard to political affiliation, race, color, religion,
national origin, sex, marital status, age, or handicapping condition, and with proper regard for
their privacy and constitutional rights.

(3)  Equal pay should be provided for work of equal value, with appropriate consideration of both
national and local rates paid by employers in the private sector, and appropriate incentives and
recognition should be provided for excellence in performance.

(4)  All employees should maintain high standards of integrity, conduct, and concern for the public
interest.

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

(6)  Employees should be retained on the basis of adequacy of their performance, inadequate
performance should be corrected, and employees should be separated who cannot or will not
improve their performance to meet required standards.

(7)  Employees should be provided effective education and training in cases in which such education
and training would result in better organizational and individual performance.

(8)  Employees should be—

(A)  protected against arbitrary 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 a nomination for election.

(9)  Employees should be protected against reprisal for the lawful disclosure of information which the
employees reasonably believe evidences—

(A) aviolation of any law, rule, or regulation, or

(B) mismanagement, a gross waste of funds, an abuse of authority, or a substantial and specific
danger to public health or safety.

A Reprort BY THE U.S. MERIT SysTEMS PROTECTION BOARD i



ii  MANAGING PuBLic EMPLOYEES IN THE PUBLIC INTEREST: EMPLOYEE PERSPECTIVES ON MERIT PRINCIPLES IN FEDERAL WORKPLACES



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

he merit system principles (MSPs), in conjunction with the prohibited
personnel practices (PPPs), provide a framework for managing public
employees in the public interest. Much has changed since the Pendleton Act of 1883,
which established a merit system in the Federal Government, and the subsequent Civil
Service Reform Act of 1978, which codified the basic values of the Federal civil service

as the merit system principles. The Federal workforce has become a knowledge-based
workforce and the majority of Federal employees perform complex work in fast-changing
fields. Predictable, routinized work is now the exception, not the norm. Personnel
systems have proliferated and standardized entrance examinations and salary schedules
have been replaced by a staggering variety of ways to hire and pay Federal employees. Yet
the MSPs endure, covering nearly all employees, agencies, and personnel systems. The
MSPs endure because they remain relevant: they embody the Nation’s fundamental
values and set standards for leadership, management, and conduct in the Federal
Government that have stood the test of time.

Over the years, the Merit Systems Protection Board (MSPB), in its Merit Principles
Survey (MPS), has asked employees about their experiences and opinions on a variety
of topics related to the civil service, including the nine MSPs. In 1996, the MPS asked
15 questions related to agency adherence to the MSPs. We reported the results in our
1997 report, Adherence to the Merit Principles in the Workplace: Federal Employees’ Views.
In our 2010 Merit Principles Survey (MPS 2010), we asked a different and larger set of
questions to explore the MSPs in greater depth and to emphasize agencies” affirmative
responsibilities for leading and managing Federal employees.

We categorized the 2010 questions into three groups: (1) fairness; (2) stewardship; and
(3) protection. The areas of fairness and protection have been the subject of several
recent reports and the 2010 results regarding the MSPs reinforced our findings in those
reports. We are currently at work on additional reports in these areas. However, the
2010 survey results indicated perceptions that stewardship is the area where organizations
need to improve the most. Accordingly, this report focuses primarily on that theme.

In the current budgetary environment, agencies may find it more necessary to show
Congress and the President that they are good stewards of the resources entrusted
to them — including human capital. This is particularly true for the areas of:

(1) eliminating unnecessary functions and positions; (2) effectively addressing poor
performance; (3) retaining the best employees; and (4) providing necessary training.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Success in the first two areas is particularly important for Federal agencies to demonstrate
to Congress, the President, and the American people that they have done as much

as possible with as few resources as possible. These are also the areas where Federal
employees perceived the greatest need for improvement.

Other areas of stewardship have more nuanced issues. Retaining the best employees is
an area of perceived weakness. The extent to which it is a problem if people leave an
organization depends on who is going, how many are going, how quickly they leave,
where they are going, and why they are going. Some movement within the civil service
that results in better skills matches, greater opportunities for talented employees to
contribute, or employees acquiring broader skills and perspectives may be in the interest
of the Government. However, excessive turnover or losing good performers who may be
disillusioned by public service harms the civil service.

In the area of training, a majority of employees agree that they have received the training
necessary to do the job today, but, given the knowledge-based duties of much of the
workforce, more employees should believe that they have the necessary training to do the
job as well as the training to do their jobs more efliciently.

This report includes the following recommendations:

* Educate managers at all levels, from appointed executives to first line supervisors,
on their responsibilities related to Federal employees and the Federal workforce
under the merit system principles. As stated in our previous report on MSPs in the
workplace: “If managers are to be held responsible for applying the merit principles
to their HRM decisions, they need more than a passing acquaintance with these
principles. They need practical guidance that’s relevant to their own situations and
that makes clear the consequences — for their work units and their agencies — of
disregarding the merit principles in taking personnel actions.”

* Be prepared to make the tough calls on which important programs may need to
be trimmed or eliminated in order to provide even more crucial priorities with the
necessary resources. Involve the workforce in efforts to locate potential methods to
improve efficiencies and keep employees informed about what is being done and why
it is being done.

* Identify and make appropriate investments in employee training and career
development. The Federal workforce has become a knowledge workforce,
with a majority of workers employed in complex, fast-changing fields such as
information technology, medicine, security and law enforcement, and engineering.
Unfortunately, many employees indicate that they have not received adequate
training for their current jobs, let alone opportunities for growth and development.

1

U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, Adherence to Merit Principles in the Workplace: Federal Employees’ Views,
Washington, DC, September 1997, p. 10.
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The Federal Government must spend public dollars judiciously, consistent with

the merit principles requiring concern for the public interest and efficient and
effective use of the workforce. Yet agencies and managers must also be wary of
pursuing short-term savings (such as reductions in training budgets or time allotted
for training and education) at the expense of long-term organizational capability
and performance. Accordingly, agencies should take steps to accurately determine
competency requirements and developmental needs, to assure that training activities
are linked to (and can fulfill) those needs, to emphasize to managers and employees
the importance of continued education and development, and to provide supporting
resources and mechanisms.

* Monitor trends, patterns, and factors in employee retention and employee
engagement. In recent years, much of the Federal workforce has been characterized
by high levels of retention and tenure, enabling many Federal agencies and Federal
managers to pay limited attention to retention. Yet complacency is unwarranted.
First, survey responses indicate that Federal agencies could improve at both keeping
high performers and remediating or separating poor performers. Second, anticipated
changes in workforce demographics, evolving employee expectations, and potential
changes to Federal pay and benefits suggest that the future will be much less
accommodating of passive approaches to turnover and retention. There have long
been concerns that Federal agencies retain too many employees who do not perform
acceptably. Federal executives and managers should take steps to ensure that this
concern is not justified, particularly in this era of fiscal austerity.

A RerorT BY THE U.S. MERIT SYSTEMS PROTECTION BOARD v



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

vi MANAGING PuBLic EMPLOYEES IN THE PUBLIC INTEREST: EMPLOYEE PERSPECTIVES ON MERIT PRINCIPLES IN FEDERAL WORKPLACES



INTRODUCTION

Touchstones for a Diverse Civil Service

he time when the Federal civil service was monolithic in terms of

demographics or human resources policy and practice is long past. Employees
can enter the Federal government at any level, from worker-trainee to executive.
Employees are appointed to Federal service in a variety of ways, from an open
competitive examination to a special appointing authority targeted to a specific group.’
Employees are paid under any number of compensation systems, from Government-
wide systems such as the General Schedule to the Federal Wage System to agency-specific
systems tailored to particular organizations or occupations.

Yet commonalities remain. Federal agencies appoint, pay, train, and separate Federal
employees to serve the public interest. To that end, almost all Federal employees
work under merit systems — human resources policies and practices designed to ensure
that people are recruited, managed, and retained on the basis of their abilities and
performance.’ Those systems share a common set of responsibilities and requirements:
the merit system principles (MSPs) and the prohibited personnel practices (PPPs).

The PPPs and MSPs: Absolute Prohibitions and Affirmative

Responsibilities

The prohibited personnel practices are just that: actions and practices that Federal
employees are prohibited from doing.* Those prohibitions are accompanied by
enforcement mechanisms. For example, the Office of the Special Counsel (OSC) has the

? One example is appointment under the Veterans Employment Opportunities Act of 1998 (VEOA), which enables
certain recently-discharged military veterans to compete for competitive service appointment under agency merit
promotion procedures. (More information on the VEOA authority can be found at www.fedshirevets.gov/job/shav’.)
Such authorities are typically established through legislation. We note that the question of whether authorities that
target select populations can be established administratively (through regulation under 5 U.S.C. § 3302) is presently
unresolved. See Dean v. Office of Personnel Management, 115 M.S.P.R. 157 (2010).

3 'The rules for employment by an entity that operates under the authority of the U.S. Government are extremely
complex. Individuals may be employed in the legislative, judicial, or executive branches. Executive branch
employees are primarily employed under title 5, but they may also be employed under different titles, including
but not limited to, 38 (Veterans Benefits), 10 (Armed Forces), 22 (Foreign Relations), 39 (Postal Service), and 49
(Transportation). The extent to which title 5 laws or comparable provisions apply to other personnel systems varies
greatly.

4 The PPPs are described at 5 U.S.C. § 2302(b) and are listed in Appendix E.
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authority to investigate allegations of PPPs, to pursue corrective action to rectify a PPD,
and to seek disciplinary action against Federal employees who have committed a PPP?
However, a public-spirited, competent, and productive workforce cannot be attained or
sustained solely by avoiding and prosecuting PPPs. The PPPs specify actions to avoid but
do not say how Federal agencies should select, develop, recognize, or retain employees.

That subject is addressed by the MSPs.

As shown in Table 1, the MSPs cover all aspects of human resources management, from
recruitment to recognition and retention.

Table 1. Overview of the Merit System Principles

Principle and Subject  Responsibilities

Recruitment + Recruit broadly, conduct fair and open competitions, and select solely on

« Strive for a diverse, representative workforce.

ability.

Equity their rights.

- Treat applicants and employees fairly, equitably, and with proper regard for

- Exclude non-merit factors from human resources decisions.

« Pay employees fairly, on the basis of the value of their work.

3 Compensation
Encourage and reward excellence.
4 Conduct Maintain high standards of integrity and conduct.
5 Utilization Use the Federal workforce efficiently and effectively.
. Base retention on performance; address poor performance through
6 Retention . . -
remediation or, if necessary, termination.
7 Development Train employees to improve individual and organizational performance.
) Protect employees from arbitrary action, favoritism, and coercion.
8 Neutrality o » )
Maintain and enforce political neutrality.
Act in the public interest.
9 Public Interest Encourage and protect lawful disclosures, including whistleblowing.

Avoid any use of official authority to interfere with elections.

> Butsee 5 U.S.C. § 2302(e)(2) (stating that “[n]otwithstanding any other provision of this title, no authority to
order corrective action shall be available in connection with a prohibited personnel practice described in subsection
(b)(11)”). Title 5, United States Code, § 1212 enumerates OSC’s powers and functions. Additional information
about OSC and its activities is available at www.osc.gov. See also U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, Probibired
Personnel Practices: A Study Retrospective, Washington, DC, June 2010 for a description of the PPPs and an overview
of previous and planned MSPB research related to the PPPs.
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‘The MSPs are broad principles rather than specific prescriptions.

Adherence to the merit system principles is more difficult to assess than avoidance of
prohibited personnel practices. The MSPs establish ideals to uphold instead of specific
rules or procedures to follow. Agencies and managers have considerable responsibility —
and discretion — to interpret and implement the MSPs in practice.

Some MSPs are supported by detailed guidelines or policies. For example, to implement
the principle of fair and open competition, Federal agencies that conduct competitive
examinations are required to provide public notice of the examination through
USAJOBSS and to follow defined rules for accepting applications.” However, most
principles are not so definitively supported by specific rules. For example, there is no
single regulation that describes what constitutes efficient and effective use of the Federal
workforce; nor is there any guideline that specifies precisely how agencies should achieve
that outcome.

Methodology and Data Use

This report is based on—

* Analysis of selected items from the MPS 2010, a Government-wide survey that
MSPB administered to a random sample of permanent full-time Federal employees in
24 departments and independent agencies. Appendix A provides an overview of the
content and administration of the MPS 2010 and Appendix B provides a replica of
the survey instrument;

* Analysis of data from the Central Personnel Data File (CPDF), a repository of
information on the Federal workforce maintained by the U.S. Office of Personnel
Management. We used CPDF data to develop insight into the composition of the
Federal workforce and to examine trends in employee retention;

* Review of selected articles and research related to Federal employee attitudes and
the management of the Federal workforce. This review was conducted to identify
common themes and concerns in the leadership and management of the Federal
workforce. Consistent with this purpose, and to conserve time and staff resources,
this review was less structured and extensive than a formal literature review; and

* DPrevious MSPB research on issues discussed in this report, including employee
engagement, performance management, and human resource development.

¢ USAJOBS is the Federal Government’s online employment portal (www.usajobs.gov) operated by the U.S. Office

of Personnel Management.

75 CFR § 330.103 and 5 CFR § 330.105 (regarding notice to OPM and USAJOBS), 5 CFR § 330.104 (regarding
vacancy announcements), and U.S. Office of Personnel Management, Delegated Examining Operations Handbook,

Chapters 3 and 4, available as of August 2012 at www.opm.gov/deu/Handbook_2007/DEO_Handbook.pdf.
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The 2010 Merit Principles Survey and the Merit System Principles

Over the years, MSPB’s Merit Principles Survey has asked employees about their
experiences and opinions on a variety of topics related to workplace fairness. The MPS
2010 included 25 items that asked employees about their organization’s adherence to
the MSPs.® The basic concept, consistent throughout the MSPs, is that agencies should
create a workplace in which the Government can attract and retain the best possible
employees and maximize the performance of those employees for the benefit of the
American people. Our 25 questions were designed around this concept. Some items
were derived directly from the statute with some rewording for clarity or brevity. Other
items describe practices and outcomes (such as retaining high-performing employees)
that are implicit in the MSPs, but are not explicitly enumerated. The MPS 2010 also
included items on related topics such as employee engagement, work motivation,
prohibited personnel practices, and whistleblowing. Those topics are addressed by recent
or planned MSPB studies and are not discussed in depth in this report.® This report
focuses primarily on the MSPs related to stewardship of the Federal workforce.

Differences Across Roles and Agencies

In this report, we occasionally discuss the responses of nonsupervisors and supervisors.
We do so for two reasons. First, the roles and responsibilities of nonsupervisors and
supervisors are materially different. Non-supervisors have responsibilities related to the
MSPs, including demonstrating concern for the public interest (including reporting
wrongdoing) and maintaining high standards of conduct and performance. However,
supervisors’ responsibilities are much broader, reflecting their delegated authority for
recommending or making decisions in matters such as hiring, pay, training, recognition,
and discipline. Second, nonsupervisors and supervisors often have different insights

into an organization’s policies and practices and their effects. For example, supervisors
may be more familiar than employees with the policies and considerations that affect
personnel decisions (including management priorities, budgets, applicants’ qualifications,
and employees’ work histories). Nonsupervisors, on the other hand, may have a clearer
and more accurate sense of how those decisions — and the motives and competence of the
decision-makers — are perceived by the individuals who are affected. Thus, comparing
the responses of nonsupervisors to those of supervisors can help identify reasons for a
particular result and suggest lines of inquiry and courses of action.

8 MSPB conducted a similar exercise in its 1996 Merit Principles Survey. See U.S. Merit Systems Protection

Board, Adherence to the Merit Principles in the Workplace: Federal Employees’ Views, Washington, DC, September
1997. Results from the 1996 survey are at Appendix C. Although grounded in the merit system principles, the 1996
survey items differed in material ways from the ones discussed in this report. Consequently, direct comparison of
results is not possible.

2 See U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, Blowing the Whistle: Barriers to Federal Employees Making Disclosures,
Washington, DC, November, 2011; U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, Prohibited Personnel Practices: Employee
Perspectives, Washington, DC, August 2011; U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, Federal Employee Engagement:
The Motivating Potential of Job Characteristics and Rewards, Washington, DC, December 2012.
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Although the MPS was designed to produce usable results at the agency level, agency-
level results are shown on a selective basis only. First, agency-level results do not
necessarily reflect the practices or outcomes of a single organization. That is especially
true when agencies comprise diverse missions and workforces or highly independent
components or bureaus. Second, differences among individual agencies are more difficult
to interpret than differences between nonsupervisors and supervisors. Agency differences
can reflect many factors, including mission, workforce demographics, organizational
culture, finances, quality of leadership, and human resources policies and practices.

Given the natural tendency to rank agencies and interpret differences as reflective of the
fairness and competence of an agency’s leadership, we concluded that focusing on agency-
level survey results was more likely to distract or mislead than to enlighten.

Interpreting Survey Results

In this report, we generally present the percentage of respondents agreeing with a survey
item. The 25 MPS-based survey items discussed in this report are all positively worded.
For any item, agreement is desirable and high levels of agreement are preferable to low
levels of agreement.” Comparing levels of agreement across items may provide insight
into areas of relative strength and weakness. However, we caution against a simplistic
approach to interpreting results and comparing levels of agreement across items.

Survey responses reflect respondents’ experiences, understanding of Federal Government
and human resources policies and practices, interpretations of events, and personal values
and opinions. Thus, agreement cannot be directly equated with adherence to merit
system principles, nor can disagreement be directly equated with failure to adhere to
merit system principles or commission of a prohibited personnel practice. Respondents
may misunderstand or simply disagree with an agency policy or leadership decision that
is consistent with both the letter and the spirit of the law.

In this report, we present survey results, discuss possible causes and consequences, and
outline some actions for agencies to consider. That discussion is neither definitive nor
exhaustive. Accordingly, we suggest that readers consider the following questions while
reviewing survey items and results in this report:

e What level of agreement is likely or plausibly attainable?
* Are the reported levels of agreement higher or lower than expected?

* Do the survey results point to strengths in organizational culture or human resources
practice to be preserved or further developed?

19" There are exceptions. For example, a respondent could agree to an item with the intent to mislead. For several
reasons, including the assurance of confidentiality that MSPB provides participants in its surveys, we believe that
these exceptions do not apply to the results shown here.
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* What might cause an unexpected result?
* What are the possible consequences of a low level of agreement?

* What actions might Federal agencies, Federal managers, or Federal employees take to
improve adherence to MSPs?

The survey results are not a report card, but rather a tool for helping agencies examine
and improve how they manage the workforce. Actively engaging with the results

and perspectives presented in this report is an essential first step. Tables containing
aggregated responses to our 25 MPS questions are at Appendix D.
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THE ROLE OF STEWARDSHIP IN THE
MERIT SYSTEM PRINCIPLES

his chapter briefly describes the themes of fairness, stewardship, and
protection. It explains why stewardship is a particular concern today but also
why it cannot be isolated from the important responsibility of management officials to
ensure that employees are treated fairly with full protection of their rights.

The Interrelationship between Fairness, Protection, and Stewardship

Statistical analysis of the survey results suggested that there were three themes underlying
responses to the 25 MSP-based questions.! We labeled those three factors as follows:

* Fairness — perceptions of the fairness of the organization’s human resources practices
and decisions, especially matters related to hiring and pay;

* Stewardship — perceptions of the utilization and development of employees and
organizations, including matters such as leadership, alignment, support, and
efficiency; and

* DProtection — perceptions of the effectiveness of measures to protect employees from
inappropriate influences and improper actions, including leadership attributes such
as openness, tolerance of criticism, and willingness to act to prevent or rectify such
actions.

We note that many questions could plausibly be classified to multiple categories,
reflecting the fact that the merit principles share a common vision. The three themes of
fairness, stewardship, and protection are best understood as mutually supportive rather
than separable or distinct. For example, supervisors are expected to reward excellent
performance.”? The purpose of this principle is to help employees feel valued or otherwise
encourage them so they will want to continue to perform excellently and the best
performers will want to remain with the Government. Thus, we treated recognition as
primarily an issue of stewardship. However, it is also a question of fairness, for when
greater rewards are given to those whose performance is less excellent, or rewards are
withheld from those who are not personal favorites of the supervisor, it is inherently

" The technique was factor analysis, following the approach used in MSPB’s 2008 study of Federal employee
engagement. Appendix A of that report provides a brief description of factor analysis as a method for interpreting
survey results and developing scales. See Robert F. DeVellis, Scale Development: Theory and Applications, Sage
Publications, Thousand Oaks, CA, 2012, pp. 115-158, for further information on the use of factor analysis in
developing surveys and interpreting survey results.

12 57U.S.C. § 2301(b)(3).
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unfair. Furthermore, upper-level management’s tolerance of such conduct by supervisors
raises the question of whether employees are being protected from this improper conduct.

The reality is that neither our 25 questions, nor the MSPs they represent, exist in
isolation. Fairness cannot stand alone without the support of protection to ensure that
fairness is applied; a manager who tolerates unfairness and withholds protection is not
a good steward. Agencies should not lose sight of the fact that fairness, protection,
and good stewardship are all necessary for a merit system to thrive. A merit system
can be viewed as a three-legged stool supported by the legs of fairness, protection, and
stewardship. Weaken any leg and it will wobble; remove any leg and it will fall. The
MSPs, survey items, and associated themes are listed in Table 2, below.
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Table 2. MPS 2010 items based on the merit system principles

MSP and Subject Survey Items: My organization...

« Recruits a diverse pool of applicants for job vacancies
1 Recruitment + Holds fair and open competition for job vacancies

« Selects the best-qualified candidates when filling jobs

« Treats employees fairly Fairness
2 Equity + Takes steps to prevent prohibited discrimination

- Takes steps to rectify prohibited discrimination

« Pays employees fairly

3 Compensation + Recognizes excellent performance

+ Rewards excellent performance

+ Holds employees to high standards of conduct
4 Conduct
« Puts the public interest first

+ Uses the workforce efficiently and effectively
« Eliminates unnecessary functions and positions

« Makes good use of employees’ skills and talents

5 Utilization « Focuses employee attention and efforts on what is most Stewardship

important

« Provides employees with the resources needed to get the
job done

) « Addresses poor performers effectively
6 Retention o
+ Retains its best employees

+ Provides employees with necessary training

7 Development + Provides employees with opportunities for growth and
development

« Protects employees against arbitrary action
8 Neutrality - Does not engage in favoritism’

« Protects employees from political coercion
Protection

+ Protects employees against reprisal for whistleblowing

9 Public Interest « Protects employees against reprisal for exercising a
grievance, complaint, or appeal right

* “Favoritism” is not further defined in the eighth merit system principle, but clearly encompasses

nepotism (i.e., taking a personnel action to benefit a family member), which is explicitly prohibited by
5 U.S.C. § 2302()(D).
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Fairness and Protection

While the MSPs are interrelated, perceptions vary greatly about how well management
officials adhere to the principles. As can be seen in Figure 1, many of the questions
for which the fewest employees had positive perceptions were in the stewardship
group. However, several items involving fairness or protection also showed room for
improvement. Reprisal for whistleblowing or the exercise of an appeal/grievance right
and the coercing of political activity, which also had limited positive perceptions, are
PPPs. For more information on these and other PPPs, please see our recent reports:
Prohibited Personnel Practices: Employee Perceptions; Whistleblower Protections for Federal
Employees; and Blowing the Whistle: Barriers to Federal Employees Making Disclosures.
Additionally, favoritism, which can be found near the bottom of the chart in Figure 1,
will be the subject of a future MSPB report.
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Figure 1. Responses to survey items on merit principle adherence by level of agreement

My organization-

Prevents prohibited discrimination

Holds employees to high standards of conduct ﬁ

Pays employees fairly

Recruits a diverse pool of applicants

Rectifies prohibited discrimination

Provides employees with necessary training

Puts the public interest first

Provides employees with necessary resources

Treats employees fairly

Provides employees with opportunities for growth
Rewards excellence

Recognizes excellence

Protects employees from political coercion

Holds fair and open competition

Focuses on what is most important

Protects employees against reprisal for exercising a right
Makes good use of employees’skills and talents
Protects employees against reprisal for whistleblowing
Protects employees against arbitrary action

Uses the workforce efficiently and effectively

Retains its best employees

Selects the best-qualified candidates

Eliminates unnecessary functions and positions

Does not engage in favoritism

Addresses poor performers effectively
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Stewardship Matters

Stewardship is a particularly timely issue because of budget constraints that agencies
currently face and are expected to confront for the foreseeable future. If agencies find
they can no longer “do more with less,” they may need to make hard decisions about
what they can do with the resources they have. Federal employees are a valuable
resource, and one that agencies must use as wisely as possible. Accordingly, this report
focuses on employee perceptions surrounding stewardship of the Federal workforce.

The MSPs Require that Federal Agencies Serve as Stewards of the
Federal Workforce

Federal supervisors and managers are entrusted with leading Federal employees to further
the public interest. Accordingly, the merit system principles require that leaders do more
than hire on the basis of merit and treat employees fairly. The merit system principles
also require that leaders be good stewards of Federal organizations and the Federal
workforce. Talent and good intentions, although necessary, are not sufficient. Figure 2,
below, illustrates the relationship between talent, stewardship, and results. *

Figure 2. The role of stewardship in translating talent into organizational results™
Stewardship
Vision and Direction
| Investment :]/
Utilization
Talent Results

Stewardship

/|: Accountability

(recognition and reinforcement)

N

Retention

Stewardship has both immediate aspects (such as demonstrating concern for the public interest and
focusing work efforts on organizational goals) and longer-term aspects (such as retaining employees on
the basis of performance and providing training to improve performance). Figure 3 shows survey
respondents’ agreement with items related to the concept of stewardship.’

'3 Analysis of survey responses, using a technique called structural equation modeling, found statistical
relationships among survey items that are consistent with the idea that stewardship is central to organizational
efficiency and effectiveness.

4 The concepts and relationships in this diagram are similar to the systems and linkages in OPM’s Human Capital
Accountability and Assessment Framework (HCAAF). See www.opm.gov/hcaaf_resource_center/index.asp.

5 The data in Figure 3 is the same as in Figure 1, with questions regarding fairness and protection omitted to help
focus the reader’s attention on stewardship.
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Figure 3. Agreement with statements related to stewardship of the organization and the workforce, MPS 2010
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Opverall, Federal employees appear to view their organization’s intentions more positively

than its actions. A majority of employees agree that their organization is attentive to the

public interest and holds employees to high standards of conduct. However, respondent

perceptions of human capital practices are less positive, especially in areas related to

vision (such as focusing on what is important) and alignment (such as eliminating

unnecessary functions and positions). In the following chapters, we discuss these issues
related to stewardship in greater depth.
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ision and direction affect how employees perceive leadership efforts to
establish goals, clarify and communicate organizational priorities, and align
organizational structures and work efforts with those goals and priorities.

The Need for Clearer Direction and Better Utilization of Staff

As illustrated in Figure 4, below, many respondents believe their organization makes
suboptimal use of the workforce. Employees’ concerns encompass both high-level
leadership — such as establishing a clear vision and focusing on what is most important —
and the day-to-day management of organizations and individuals.

Figure 4. Agreement with items related to vision and direction, by supervisory status, MPS 2010

My organization...

Makes good use of employees’skills

Focuses on what is most important

I

Uses the workforce efficiently and effectively

B Supervisors
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0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

¥

These results, although not reassuring, are not completely surprising. Leading
organizations is challenging, especially in the public sector. Missions are broadly defined;
stakeholders may hold opposing views of an agency’s proper role and priorities; and law
and regulation may limit leadership discretion in a variety of ways including functions,
policies and procedures, organizational structure, and resource management. Such
conditions can produce unfocused programs or organizations, making it difficult to
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define clear goals and align resources and work efforts with those goals. It has been said
that Federal “[p]rograms are bound by multiple, often conflicting, legislative objectives.
The complex politics of passing enabling legislation and then negotiating annual
appropriations forces some programs to be all things to all people.”

There are limits to what any individual employee can do to resolve problems such as
overlapping missions, conflicting objectives, and insufficient resources.” That does
not, however, absolve Federal leaders of their responsibility to provide the clearest
possible direction, make difficult decisions, and communicate important if unpalatable
truths. That responsibility is reinforced by the Government Performance and Results
Modernization Act of 2010, which explicitly requires the heads of Federal agencies to
establish priority goals, evaluate progress toward those goals, and publicize associated
strategies, results, barriers, and plans for improvement.’® We acknowledge that the

vast majority of Federal executives take their responsibilities seriously, and many have
served and continue to serve with distinction. Yet survey results should prompt agency
executives and managers, both career and non-career, to ask themselves if they are truly
providing their organizations and employees with the vision and direction they need and
deserve. The survey results should also prompt employees who believe that vision and
direction are lacking to ask whether they have communicated that concern to agency
leaders — and perhaps, also, to consider taking the initiative when necessary.

The Importance of Communication

One possible contributor to employee perceptions related to leadership is a lack of
communication and information. Some employees may not be fully aware of the

extent of the challenges their agencies face on the budgetary and legislative fronts,

while senior leaders may not fully recognize the difficulties that line employees face

as a result of conflicting priorities, indecisive leadership, or inadequate or misdirected
resources. Results from MSPB’s 2007 Merit Principles Survey (MPS 2007) indicate

that communications from senior leaders to the workforce are often inadequate: only

56 percent of nonsupervisors and 66 percent of first-level supervisors agreed that
managers communicate the goals and priorities of the organization.