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In Brief
Individual and organizational performance—including how organizations respond to unforeseen
challenges and opportunities—are greatly influenced by how individual Federal workers think
about the consequences of their own actions. MSPB’s 2016 Merit Principles Survey (MPS 2016)
addressed this relationship by including six questions about respondents’ confidence in ability to
perform successfully (CAPS). Scores derived from these questions summarize the degree to
which employees believe their actions and decisions can make a difference to work outcomes. 1
These scores indicated that over half of the Federal workforce surveyed have high confidence in
their ability to perform their work tasks effectively and make a difference to those they serve.

What is CAPS?
CAPS is a measure of an employee’s belief that their actions will have the results and outcomes
they intend. CAPS is important as Federal work increasingly becomes knowledge work, requiring
initiative, innovation, and solving previously unencountered problems. 2 This brief provides
insights about why CAPS scores may relate to job performance and what this means for
managing the Federal workforce. It outlines differences in career aspirations of employees who
have high and low CAPS scores and differences in how they approach work tasks. The brief
concludes by discussing how understanding CAPS can help supervisors manage and develop
employees more effectively.
CAPS is more than a privately held belief—it affects behavior. For example, job seekers applying
for a Federal job may have various expectations about how their application materials will be
evaluated. If they believe their application will be evaluated using a disciplined, merit-based
review process, then they may expect that careful preparation of their supporting evidence will be
beneficial to their chances. On the other hand, if they believe that jobs will be awarded randomly
or that the hiring decision is predetermined in someone else’s favor, there may seem to be little
reason for them to behave as though careful work matters. They still might apply hoping for a
“lucky win” like someone buying a lottery ticket. But they are likely to just go through the
motions without putting forth their best efforts. Even the very best qualified applicants might
behave this way.
This principle applies not just to job applicants but also to those already employed. It can shape
the way an employee responds to a broad range of work situations. Federal employees who have
high CAPS scores (termed “high CAPS employees” hereafter) are more likely to make work
plans, expect them to be successful, and carry them out. Employees who believe there is little
relationship between what they do and what happens afterward are less likely to set or work
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Additional information about MPS 2016 survey administration and construction of the six-question CAPS index is found in Appendix A.
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toward goals. 3 This is supported by research on topics such as self-efficacy, 4 internal locus of
control, 5 and learned optimism. 6 There is agreement among researchers that these different labels,
resulting from different lines of research which have converged over time, refer to the single
underlying characteristic we have referred to as CAPS. 7 CAPS has shown to be related to
improved job performance, greater job satisfaction, more discretionary effort at work, and other
positive work outcomes. 8
CAPS scores can tell us something important about the Federal workforce. There is a familiar
stereotype of Federal employees as unmotivated—the profile of an employee with a low CAPS
score (“low CAPS employee”). To the extent that this stereotype may be true—and every
workforce contains some employees who believe that their actions make little or no difference—
the CAPS framework provides a way to understand and perhaps improve the performance of
these employees. To the extent that this stereotype is false, this research provides recognition and
support for Federal workers who not only feel their actions will help produce results but take
personal initiative to make a difference for the public they serve.

CAPS in the Federal Workforce
Based on their CAPS index scores, MPS 2016 respondents were classified as belonging to three
CAPS groups: low CAPS (9 percent), medium CAPS (38 percent), and high CAPS (52 percent). 9
Because the criteria to be categorized as high CAPS is overall agreement of the ability to perform
as measured across six different questions, the large percentage of Federal employees in the high
CAPS category suggests that Federal employees overall may be more confident in the success of
their own efforts than often credited. These CAPS groups do not differ significantly across
dimensions such as race, gender, and age. 10
However, the proportion of employees with high CAPS scores does differ across some
employment circumstances. 11 Because survey data is based on correlations, it cannot directly or
conclusively identify the reasons for these differences. Indirect evidence, however, suggests a
relationship between CAPS and the type of jobs Federal employees have. 12 Because MPS 2016
participants did not provide information about their occupations, we can only examine this
relationship indirectly through the relationship between CAPS and several variables logically
related to occupation. 13
3
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For example, CAPS scores increase with both increasing level of supervisory responsibility and
salary, which are both related to increased levels of job complexity and responsibility. The
positive relationship between CAPS and education level is not as straightforward but shows that
CAPS differences are related to formal education and therefore to occupation. Whether or not an
employee belongs to a union in the Federal sector is determined by whether their occupation is
covered by a bargaining agreement rather than by individual employee choice. It is likely that
CAPS differences related to union membership, as reported on MPS 2016, are reflective of
underlying occupational and organizational differences.
Employees who work in an agency headquarters are also more likely to be in the high CAPS
group (36 percent) than in the low CAPS group (29 percent). Conversely, employees stationed
away from headquarters (“in the field”) are more prevalent in the low CAPS group (71 percent)
than in the high CAPS group (64 percent). This is consistent with a widely held perception that
there are more career opportunities available and greater access to organizational resources in
headquarters positions. Perhaps these positions are more often sought and obtained by individuals
who believe they can act effectively to take advantage of such opportunities. Occupational
differences between field and headquarters may play an additional role.
The relationship between CAPS and occupation is complex. On one hand, different occupations
involve, by definition, different types of work. Over time, such differences might shape an
employee’s beliefs about their ability to be successful at their job. On the other hand, different
occupations likely attract individuals with different capabilities, personal characteristics, and
attitudes about work—including different levels of CAPS. For practical reasons, this brief focuses
on employee CAPS across occupations.

CAPS and Employee Career Paths
Confidence in one’s ability to take effective action seems likely to be related to anticipating the
next steps in an employee’s career. The nature of future opportunities matters more when one
considers how one’s actions may play a role in how those opportunities play out. In fact, previous
research associates CAPS with both the level 14 and the pace 15 of career progression. Our survey
data suggest that this may be the case in the Federal workforce as well.
CAPS and Career Aspirations
MPS 2016 asked survey respondents to indicate how likely they were to undertake each of ten
career-related actions in the next two years. The responses of the high and low CAPS groups are
presented in the table below along with the differences in the percentage of each group likely to
pursue each career action.

14
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Figure 1. Next Steps in Career by CAPS Group

High CAPS more likely to…

High

Low

Difference

Seek new challenges

75%

46%

29%

Seek higher technical responsibilities

60%

45%

15%

Seek leadership responsibilities

44%

32%

12%

Continue in current role

58%

46%

12%

-25%

13%

38%

Move to different occupation

-22%

13%

35%

Move to different Federal agency

-14%

17%

31%

Move to different organization

-14%

14%

28%

Leave Federal Government

Low CAPS more likely to…

-10%

7%

17%

Reduce work responsibilities

-7%

8%

15%

Reduce work hours

Difference

High

Low

As shown, high CAPS employees were more likely to remain in their positions or seek new
responsibilities and challenges. Conversely, low CAPS employees were more likely to want to
reduce responsibilities, reduce hours, or seek to change their jobs. These findings are generally
consistent with research conducted outside of the Federal workforce which found that high CAPS
employees are more likely to volunteer for tasks that are not part of their formal job role
expectations, 16 set more challenging goals, 17 and pursue new opportunities with more complex
work. 18
CAPS and Seeking Challenges
The greater likelihood of high CAPS employees to seek greater technical, leadership, and general
challenges is consistent with what we know about CAPS. Those with high CAPS believe more
strongly that their actions will have the effects they intend. One would naturally be more inclined
to seek new challenges if one believed it possible to actively make success happen in a new, less
familiar context.
High and low CAPS differences in the responses to other MPS 2016 questions are consistent with
high CAPS employees’ greater confidence that they can meet new challenges. These challenges
include developing new skills and abilities. High CAPS employees were more likely (97 percent)
than low CAPS employees (87 percent) to try to learn ways to do their work better and to suggest
new or different ways of doing work (88 percent for high CAPS versus 70 percent for low
CAPS). High CAPS employees are more likely (91 percent) than low CAPS employees
(77 percent) to seek insights about how to do their work even when they are not working. High
CAPS employees are also more likely to feel that creativity and innovation are rewarded
Asiedu-Appiah, F. & Addai, H. (2014). An investigation into the causal relationship between employees’ locus of control and contextual
Performance. Journal of Business and Behavioral Sciences, 26(2), 94-118.
16

Wang, Q., Bowling, N. & Eschleman, K. J. (2010). A meta-analytic examination of work and general locus of control. Journal of Applied
Psychology, 95(4), 761–768.
17

Judge, T. A., Bono, J. E. & Locke, E. A. (2000). Personality and job satisfaction: The mediating role of job characteristics. Journal of Applied
Psychology, 85(2), 237–249.
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(57 percent) than low CAPS employees (7 percent). This may be in part due to their belief that
creative actions can make a positive difference and not just because the actions and effort are
noticed and valued. Consistent with this, high CAPS employees were more likely (78 percent)
than low CAPS employees (46 percent) to try creative or innovative things in their work.
These MPS 2016 findings are consistent with previous research showing that high CAPS
employees are more likely to participate in general skills improvement training due to a belief
that such training is likely to help them take advantage of future opportunities. 19 Similar findings
that high CAPS individuals are more likely to invest in development they believe will have an
advantage in the future have been found in investigations of educational goals, 20 job search, 21 and
plans for self-employment. 22
CAPS and Recognizing Opportunities
High CAPS employees are more likely to report that they are given opportunities to improve their
skills in their organization (70 percent) than are low CAPS employees (11 percent). High CAPS
employees more often believe they are given sufficient opportunities to earn high performance
ratings (79 percent) than do low CAPS employees (21 percent). These results may represent some
actual differences in the availability of opportunities. However, given the differences in
proactivity characteristic of the two CAPS groups, it may be that the same degree of opportunity
is available to both groups, but the high CAPS employees more readily identify opportunities
than do lower CAPS employees who see their development as more the responsibility of their
employing agency. Low CAPS employees may benefit from supervisors who actively encourage
them to seek opportunities they might not otherwise be aware of.
This is consistent with previous research showing that employees with high CAPS showed higher
initiative performance and individuals with low CAPS showed higher compliant performance. In
other words, high CAPS employees were more likely to initiate actions which resulted in
successful performance. Low CAPS employees were more likely to comply with organizational
policies and norms which are not directly related to performance. Furthermore, high CAPS
employees were more likely to take responsibility for self-development than were low
CAPS employees. 23
It is not surprising that employees who report being high CAPS simultaneously report that they:
(1) are given opportunities to improve their skills in their organization; (2) take more
responsibility for self-development; and (3) are given sufficient opportunities to earn high
performance ratings. Improved skills development should correlate with earning higher ratings.
But it also appears that CAPS contributes to the belief that these investments are worth the
trouble, perhaps creating an important self-fulfilling prophecy. In contrast, a low CAPS employee
will be more likely to comply with organizational policies and norms not directly related
to performance.
19 Caliendo, M., Cobb-Clark, D. A., Seitz, H. & Uhlendorff, A. (2016). Locus of control and investment in training. IZA Discussion Papers,
No. 10406, Institute of Labor Economics (IZA), Bonn. See also Offerhaus, J. (2013). The type to train? Impacts of personality characteristics on
further training participation. SOEP papers on Multidisciplinary Panel Data Research 531, DIW SOEP, Berlin.
20 Jaik, K. & Wolter, S. C. (2016). Lost in transition: The inﬂuence of locus of control on delaying educational decisions. Discussion Paper 10191,
IZA, Bonn.
21

McGee, A. D. (2015). How the perception of control inﬂuences unemployed job search. Industrial and Labor Relations Review, 68 (1), 184–211.

Caliendo, M., Kunn, S. & Weissenberger, M. (2016). Personality traits and the evaluation of start-up subsidies. European Economic Review, 86,
87–108.
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CAPS and Workplace Withdrawal
Another component of the career aspiration pattern is low CAPS employees’ greater preference to
reduce work responsibilities and the time they spend at work. For employees more likely to
believe they cannot effectively control what happens in their work environment, limiting time
spent at work and responsibility for what happens at work might seem reasonable. Coworkers and
supervisors might see this avoidant behavior as a form of turnover-in-place.
However, the low CAPS group’s greater intention to leave their current organization should be
interpreted cautiously. It is consistent with the definition of CAPS and previous research on
CAPS and turnover that employees who feel at the mercy of their work environment would seek
to escape that environment. 24 Yet it is also possible that these preferences reflect a positive
decision by low CAPS employees to seek a new environment that is a better fit for their interests,
abilities, and overall approach to work. MSPB has explored the factors that affect optimal “fit”
between an employee’s interests and abilities and their job in a separate research brief based on
results from MPS 2016. 25 Here, the main point is that CAPS appears to contribute to differences
in how Federal employees anticipate the next steps in their careers.
CAPS and Leadership
For some employees, the next envisioned career step involves assuming greater supervisory and
leadership responsibilities. MPS 2016 found increasing proportions of high CAPS scores across
levels of greater leadership responsibility as follows: Nonsupervisory level (48 percent), team
lead (54 percent), supervisor (59 percent), manager (70 percent), and senior executive (79
percent). A similar progression across leadership categories has been found for engagement, job
satisfaction and other workforce measures.
Do higher CAPS individuals achieve greater leadership positions, or do those placed more highly
in the organization develop higher CAPS and other qualities because of their experiences and the
greater resources and attention their organization invests in them? Unfortunately, it is not possible
to answer this cause-and-effect question with correlational data. We can examine what the CAPS
survey data shows about employee’s relationships with their supervisors and what this may mean
for employee advancement. Previous MSPB research has highlighted the importance of the
relationship between employees and their supervisors. There are some indications that high CAPS
employees may be managing this relationship more effectively than their low CAPS colleagues.
First, high CAPS employees seem to have higher regard for their supervisors and others in
management roles. More high CAPS employees are satisfied with their supervisors (80 percent)
than low CAPS employees (40 percent). More high CAPS employees report being satisfied with
upper-level managers (65 percent) than do low CAPS employees (15 percent). For low CAPS
employees, the dissatisfaction with senior management is consistent with the view that senior
managers are one of the “environment” factors that low CAPS employees feel pressures them and
over which they have minimal influence. High CAPS employees, on the other hand, may seize
opportunities to develop relationships with potential mentors, believing themselves capable of
using these opportunities to achieve their career goals. This more favorable view of leaders may
translate to high CAPS employees finding them more approachable, more credible, and make it
easier to learn the nature and expectations of leadership roles. Consistent with this, MPS 2016
24 Ng, T. W. H. & Butts, M. M. (2009). Effectiveness of organizational efforts to lower turnover intentions: The moderating role of employee locus
of control. Human Resource Management, 48(2), 289-310.
25
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data shows that high CAPS employees more often report being comfortable talking to their
supervisors about work-related issues (79 percent versus 33 percent).
Second, this positive regard seems to be reciprocated. The table below summarizes MPS 2016
responses indicating that supervisors keep high CAPS employees well informed, treat them with
respect, seek their input on decisions, and provide them with more timely and more constructive
feedback. 26 This is consistent with previous research suggesting that high CAPS facilitates greater
socialization to the norms of the employing organization and perhaps greater commitment to
its success. 27
Figure 2. Employee Satisfaction with Supervisor by CAPS Group

High CAPS employees were more likely to report that…

High
CAPS

My supervisor keeps me informed about what is expected

92%

57%

+35%

I am treated with respect by my supervisor

91%

55%

+36%

My perspective is sought on important matters

78%

31%

+47%

My supervisor gives timely feedback

75%

37%

+38%

My supervisor gives constructive feedback

71%

33%

+38%

Low
CAPS

Difference

Finally, CAPS may influence an employee’s leadership style and effectiveness. Employees who
aspire to leadership positions are well served by a high CAPS orientation in seeking that role. Our
data suggests that CAPS may shape the style an employee develops while in that role. High
CAPS supervisors have different priorities when it comes to task outcomes. Specifically, low
CAPS supervisors are much more likely to value completing a task quickly (62 percent versus 48
percent) while high CAPS supervisors show a greater preference for producing a high-quality
result (94 percent versus 79 percent) and dealing with coworkers fairly (83 percent versus 46
percent). This suggests that high and low CAPS supervisors may have differences in how they
supervise work—and consequently somewhat different effects on the employees they supervise.
This pattern also suggests that when agencies mentor, train, and counsel new leaders they should
make any organizational expectations about leadership style very clear.

CAPS and How Employees Approach Work
This section discusses how CAPS is related to how employees describe their most important work
tasks, what they value most about the outcomes of their work, the abilities needed to accomplish
that work, and the factors that contribute most to engagement.
CAPS and Work Tasks
MPS 2016 respondents were asked to describe their most important work task in a brief sentence
or phrase. These responses were coded according to whether they involved making something
happen in the future (e.g., creating a work plan or working toward completion of the agency’s
mission) or responding to situations in the present (e.g., working quickly or verifying the
accuracy of information). The results showed that high CAPS employees were more likely to
characterize their most important work task as future oriented (39 percent) than did low CAPS
employees (23 percent). Conversely, low CAPS employees were more likely to characterize their
26 See MSPB (2018). The Roles of Feedback, Autonomy, and Meaningfulness in Employee Performance Behaviors for a more in-depth discussion of
the role of feedback in employee performance and development.
27

Hung-Wen Lee (2013). Locus of control, socialization, and organizational identification. Actual Problems of Economics, 8(146), 322-328.
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most important work task as focusing on the present (76 percent) than high CAPS employees did
(61 percent). 28
High CAPS and low CAPS employees may describe or frame seemingly identical priorities or
task differently. It is possible for the same task to be described in a way consistent with each
category. Consider an employee who processes claims at the Social Security Administration.
When asked to describe the job’s most important task this employee could correctly respond with
“I plan my work so that I can finish my cases by the end of the week” or “I process each case I
am given as quickly as possible.” Either description is a fair representation of the work, but the
first involves acting with respect to a future deadline while the second focuses on the present
demands only. The first requires greater confidence in one’s ability to focus on task outcomes and
achieve them successfully. The second describes the same work with less focus on the outcome.
It is important to recognize that there are several factors which contribute to these task
descriptions, including the types of jobs respondents have. As discussed previously, MPS 2016
data did not include specifics about occupational series and other respondent information that
might have allowed us to examine this factor more closely. In interpreting these results, it is
reasonable to conclude that CAPS may make a difference in the kind of occupation a person
pursues, the type of work that an employee ends up doing, and how the employee describes
that work.
CAPS and Task Outcomes
High and low CAPS employees may think differently about work priorities and outcomes. MPS
2016 presented respondents with eight possible outcomes they might value when completing a
work task. Respondents were asked to indicate the importance of each outcome to their most
important work task. The outcomes were completing the task quickly, keeping the cost low,
meeting a specification or standard, following the correct procedure, dealing with coworkers
fairly, meeting the expectations of management, finding a better way to do the task, and
producing a high-quality result. The chart below presents the percentage of respondents who
valued each task outcome, sorted by the difference between low and high CAPS employees.

28

This pattern holds when the task descriptions of supervisors and nonsupervisory employees are examined separately.
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Figure 3. Importance of Work Outcomes by CAPS Group

Completing the task quickly (Speed)
Keeping the cost low (Cost)

22%

31%

High CAPS

18%
12%
40%
37%

Meeting management expectations (Manager)

52%
52%

Following the correct procedure (Process)

49%
49%

Meeting a specification or standard (Standards)
Finding a better way to do the task (Improvement)

22%
23%
63%
69%

Producing a high quality result (Quality)
Dealing with coworkers fairly (Fair)

Low CAPS

30%

37%

As shown, low CAPS employees were somewhat more likely than high CAPS employees to
consider high speed and low cost important. High CAPS employees were more likely to place a
high value on quality and fairness. There are several reasons why low CAPS employees might
place a (somewhat) higher value on high speed and low cost. First, they might be less confident
that more careful work will make a difference to the result. Second, they might receive feedback
or other cues that indicated that minimizing time and cost is valued over outcomes such as quality
or customer satisfaction. Conversely, it makes theoretical sense for high CAPS employees to
prioritize quality if they believe that it is within their power to achieve.
Survey results also reveal differences in how high and low CAPS employees experience or
approach job performance and performance appraisal. High CAPS employees were more likely
than low CAPS employees to receive the highest performance rating in their rating system
(58 percent versus 38 percent). They more frequently regarded their most recent performance
appraisal as fair (77 percent versus 28 percent) and were more likely to believe that the standards
used to appraise their performance were appropriate (71 percent versus 18 percent). They judge
that their performance appraisal was useful in acknowledging their strengths (68 percent versus
29 percent) and identifying their weaknesses for future improvement (54 percent versus
22 percent). Likely because they respect the process and value the information it provides, high
CAPS employees are much more likely to report that they understand what they need to do to
receive a high performance rating (81 percent versus 37 percent).
There are many factors that influence the effectiveness of performance evaluations, both how
supervisors conduct them and how employees respond to them. 29 These results suggest that one
such factor is the degree to which employees believe performance outcomes (and ratings) are
driven by individual decisions and actions. If so, then employees’ CAPS may also affect how
they react to performance feedback and incentives, and the extent to which performance appraisal
can motivate or energize employees as our data suggests it may. High CAPS respondents were

Speer, A. B., Tenbrink, A. P. & Schwendeman, M. G. (2020). Creation and validation of the Performance Appraisal Motivation Scale (PAMS).
Human Performance, 33(2-3), 214-240.
29
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more likely (56 percent) than low CAPS respondents (16 percent) to report that their performance
appraisal makes them feel more enthused about their job. 30
CAPS and Competencies
MPS 2016 asked respondents to consider their most important task and indicate which of eight
general competencies were important to performing it. These eight competencies were based on a
multi-occupation analysis of work-related abilities designed to identify a core set of general
competencies which enable an employee to do related tasks.31 The competencies were
Leadership, Cooperation, Influencing, Analysis, Creativity, Organization, Adaptability, and
Ambition. The chart below presents the responses of nonsupervisory employees, showing the
percentage of respondents who considered the competency important to performing their most
important job task.
Figure 4. Importance of Selected Competencies to Performance by CAPS Group

Notably, the high CAPS group considered all eight competencies more important than did the
low CAPS group. This pattern suggests that a low CAPS employee may be less likely to believe
that skill is important, actively use those skills to tackle job assignments, or pursue training that
does not clearly support an immediate requirement. This is consistent with a low CAPS
perspective: if one’s actions do not make much of a difference, then individual capability and
competencies in general become less important.
CAPS and Engagement
Previous research has found that CAPS positively correlates with job satisfaction. 32 Consistent
with this research, high CAPS employees who participated in MPS 2016 reported greater job
satisfaction (84 percent) than low CAPS participants (22 percent). MSPB has investigated

30 There is some indication that a work setting that includes performance appraisals is more of an attractor for high CAPS employees. See Heywood,
J. S., Jirjahn, U. & Struewing, C. (2017). Locus of control and performance appraisal. Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization, 142, 205-225.
31

Bartram, D. (2005). The Great Eight Competencies: A criterion-centric approach to validation. Journal of Applied Psychology, 90(6), 1185-1203.

Labuschagne, M., Bosman, J. & Buitendach, J. H. (2005). Job insecurity, job satisfaction and work locus of control of employees in a government
organization. Journal of Human Resource Management, 3, 26-35.
32
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employee engagement, 33 finding that highly engaged employees usually report high levels of job
satisfaction, but that less engaged employees may have either high or low job satisfaction. In
other words, job satisfaction is a necessary component of engagement, but alone does not assure
it. Our examination of CAPS showed that high CAPS employees are more likely to report being
engaged in their job (92 percent) than low CAPS employees (42 percent).
MPS 2016 expanded on earlier engagement findings by asking respondents which of eight factors
most motivate them to engage in their work. As illustrated in the chart below, there are
differences between high and low CAPS groups. The eight factors are ordered by high and low
CAPS differences with factors more favored by low CAPS survey respondents at the top and
those more favored by high CAPS respondents on the bottom.
Figure 5. Importance of Selected Engagement Factors by CAPS Group

Recognition and appreciation
Senior leaders' words and actions
Compensation and benefits
Work unit or organizational culture
Policies, programs, and flexibilities

2%

Relationship with coworkers
Developing certain skills, talents, or abilities
Supporting particular purpose, mission, or calling

Low CAPS
High CAPS

7%

5%

9%

8%
4%
4%
3%
13%
13%

Doing certain job, occupation, or work
Relationship with supervisor

14%

7%

2%
2%
5%
6%
18%
20%
19%

38%

While some of these differences are small, the overall pattern is suggestive. It makes sense that
high CAPS employees place greater value on their agency’s mission since they are more likely
than low CAPS employees to believe their actions can contribute to it. A chance to develop their
skills is valuable only when a person believes that invested effort has a high likelihood of yielding
success. The things that matter more to low CAPS employees are all aspects of their work
environment. If the low CAPS employees believe that external factors (i.e., environment)
determine their success, then the nature of those external factors becomes more important to their
work experience. These factors are less important to high CAPS employees because they see their
own choices and actions as material, affecting both their performance and their broader
work environment.
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These findings are consistent with previous research indicating that high and low CAPS
employees see work incentives, 34 motivation, and rewards differently. 35 For example, high CAPS
employees are more likely to see linkages between their actions and future effects and rewards,
but this may not lead to increased performance if the high CAPS employees do not value the
rewards available. 36 High CAPS employees have been found to be more motivated by factors
intrinsic to their work rather than by external rewards. 37 A 2012 MSPB report discusses how
motivation to perform depends on employees seeing a strong connection between (1) their effort,
(2) their performance resulting from that effort, and (3) the value of the reward received for that
performance. 38 The results demonstrated that any weakness in these linkages can reduce
performance motivation.

Managing with CAPS in Hand
The previous sections outlined the nature of CAPS and shown how in the Federal workforce it is
related to employee career aspirations and how employees approach work. How can we use this
information? This section suggests several strategies supervisors can use to manage employees
using what we have learned about CAPS.
CAPS and Work Environments
When supervisors believe they see low CAPS in an employee, they should first consider whether
this is a characteristic of the workplace or the work itself rather than the individual employee.
People may exhibit low CAPS because of the management style, organizational culture, or other
aspects of their work or work environment. 39 For example, employees who work in an
organization that takes a rigid, “by the book” approach to every task and project will likely, over
time, attempt fewer innovations or other individual actions intended to improve their
work processes.
Differences in CAPS profiles across agencies suggest that organizational factors may influence
the workforce’s beliefs about their ability to act effectively. Using our survey data, we calculated
average CAPS scores for each agency that participated in MPS 2016 and classified them into
CAPS groups using the same procedure we used to classify individuals. Although there were no
agencies in the low CAPS category, the distribution of agencies between the top two groups
(67 percent medium CAPS and 33 percent high CAPS) suggests that there may be agency cultural
factors in play that influence individual CAPS.
These differences may develop directly though work experiences that affect CAPS or less directly
as low or high CAPS applicants are attracted to and retained by organizational environments they
find most suitable. Further, factors such as the nature of production environments or constraining
policies and procedures may play a role. When CAPS is a function of the environment a different

34

Cobb-Clark, D. A. (2015). Locus of control and the labor market. Journal of Labor Economics, 4(3), 1-19.

Kormanik, M. B. & Rocco, T. S. (2009). Internal versus external control of reinforcement: A review of the locus of control construct. Human
Resource Development Review, 8(4), 463-483.
35
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Spector, P. E. (1982). Behavior in organizations as a function of employees’ locus of control. Psychological Bulletin, 91(3), 482–497.

Labuschagne, M., Bosman, J. & Buitendach, J. H. (2005). Job insecurity, job satisfaction and work locus of control of employees in a government
organization. Journal of Human Resource Management, 3, 26-35.
37
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MSPB (2012). Federal Employee Engagement: The Motivating Potential of Job Characteristics and Rewards.

Johnston, R. E., Rosen, C. C., Chang, D. & Lin, J. (2015). Getting to the core of locus of control: Is it an evaluation of the self or the environment?
Journal of Applied Psychology, 100(5), 1568-1578.
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set of issues come into play relating to job design and job fit. 40 Strategies related to these issues
should be considered rather than focusing solely on the individual employee.
Improving Communication
Effective communication between employees in the workplace is a key component of
organizational success. It is particularly important between employees and their supervisors, as
MSPB research has confirmed. 41 MPS 2016 helped us to identify several of the ways
nonsupervisory employees, supervisors, and senior executives may miscommunicate about work
outcomes. For example, we found that supervisors and other leaders place a higher value on
finding new ways to do a task while nonsupervisory employees were more focused on working
quickly, following correct procedures, and meeting a specification or standard. 42 This is
consistent with the differences between high and low CAPS employees in outcome valuing
reported in this brief. It is also consistent with the tendency for those in or aspiring to supervisory
or leadership positions to have more of a high CAPS perspective.
Taken together, the implications of these findings are that high and low CAPS employees—
regardless of supervisory responsibility level—see their work outcomes differently and this may
affect the way they work together. Miscommunication can be reduced when supervisors identify
such differences and clarify the relative importance of different task outcomes. This can be
accomplished by a supervisor who understands the nature of CAPS without directly discussing
CAPS with the employee. Including information about CAPS in supervisor training is one way to
encourage this.
Potential of Low CAPS
When a supervisor believes they have a low CAPS employee and it seems to be a characteristic of
the employee rather than the work environment, it is appropriate to consider the employee’s
strengths. There has been little research on advantages of a low CAPS perspective. It does
suggest that low CAPS employees perform better in work environments with well-defined roles
and expectations than they do in more open-ended environments. They may be more comfortable
with team member and supporting roles rather than leading work teams. They may be at their best
in job roles and environments like those described above in which there is in fact less employee
control over the environment. Low CAPS employees may fit more comfortably into the kinds of
work situations that high CAPS employees may find frustrating. 43
Even so, it may be that the most important aspect of a low CAPS perspective is that it can be
developed into a high CAPS perspective. CAPS falls into the middle category of MSPB’s
competency trainability framework. 44 It is neither easily trainable like factual knowledge nor very
difficult to change like personal traits such as resilience. Without intervention, however,

40 See MSPB (2012). Federal Employee Engagement: The Motivating Potential of Job Characteristics and Rewards; and MSPB (2020). The
Importance of Job Fit for Federal Agencies and Employees.
41

MSPB (2010). A Call to Action: Improving First-Level Supervision of Federal Employees.
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MSPB (2019). What are the most important work outcomes? Issues of Merit 24(3), 4.

Hackman, J.R. & Oldham, G.R. (1975). Development of the Job Diagnostic Survey. Journal of Applied Psychology, 60, 159-170; and Hackman,
J.R. & Oldham, G.R. (2010). Not what it was and not what it will be: The future of job design research. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 31(2-3),
463-479.
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employees with low CAPS are likely to persist in this perspective indefinitely. 45 One reason to
believe that such change is possible is that CAPS has been found to differ in the same person
across different aspects of their life. Our CAPS index focused on CAPS at work because it is
most relevant to job performance. But CAPS affects other areas of life as well. CAPS-related
attitudes and actions have been documented in areas such as medical treatment, 46 mental health
treatment, 47 creativity, 48 customer service, 49 and sports performance. 50 That such attitudes have
developed differently in varying domains of experience indicates that change is possible.
Why try to increase CAPS? Those who think their own actions are not linked to results from
those actions are, quite simply, less likely to act at all. For both personal reasons (the benefit of
the individual low CAPS employee) and practical ones (the organizational resistance to removing
a poorly performing employee in the public sector 51) it may be preferable to help the low CAPS
employee tip their CAPS upward. How can this be done?
Developing High CAPS
A first step toward increasing CAPS can be a management style and a work environment that
allows, encourages, and supports greater autonomy in how employees perform their work. MSPB
has recognized the value of granting employees greater autonomy in how they perform their
work. 52 CAPS highlights that this alone may not be sufficient. Employees can be allowed to direct
many aspects of their work, but if they lack confidence in their ability to make any impact, they
may respond to this opportunity with indifference and inactivity. Fortunately, there is reason for
optimism that personal characteristics like low CAPS can respond to direct
improvement efforts. 53
Research suggests that some employees can think in a more high-CAPS way in the workplace
simply by being encouraged to consider the possibility that they have greater control over the
outcomes of their work than they have assumed. For example, one study of job search strategies
found that differences between high and low CAPS job searchers disappeared—the low CAPS
searchers improved performance to match the high CAPS searchers—when they were given
information about how their efforts led directly to increased opportunities. 54 Sometimes greater
transparency about different views of the relationship between actions and outcomes is all that is
needed. This suggests that introducing CAPS into performance discussions between employees

45 Ajzen, I. (2002). Perceived behavioral control, self-efficacy, locus of control and the theory of planned behavior. Journal of Applied Social
Psychology, 32, 665–683. There are some indications of gradual increases in CAPS over the lifespan. See Cobb-Clark, D. A. & Schurer, S. (2012).
The stability of big-five personality traits. Economics Letters, 115(1), 11–15.
46 Richard, S., Dionne, C. E. & Nouwen, A. (2011). Self-efficacy and health locus of control: Relationship to occupational disability among workers
with back pain. Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation, 21(3), 421-430.
47 Hill, D. J. & Bale, R. M. (1980). Development of the mental health locus of control and mental health locus of origin scales. Journal of Personality
Assessment, 44(2), 148-156.

Malik, M. A. R., Butt, A. N. & Choi, J. N. (2015). Rewards and employee creative performance: Moderating effects of creative self-efficacy,
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and their supervisors can make a difference. 55 It need not involve the conceptual vocabulary
introduced in this brief. Instead, a discussion of what is and is not going well in the workplace can
cover the employee’s assumptions about what effects performance can have and how it may be
hindered. This brief’s finding that low CAPS employees value recognition can be leveraged by
supervisors when they not only praise employees for success but highlight the link between
success and what actions the employee has taken that contributed to it.
Employees can benefit from work assignments that highlight the results of actions and the ability
of employees to make a difference in the outcomes of their work. Consider a low CAPS
employee who works in the back office of a Department of Motor Vehicles. The employee has no
direct experience with effects of the forms processed each day. The employee’s supervisor, who
has worked in this setting longer and is familiar with the overall workings of the department, has
a performance discussion with the employee and has observed a low-CAPS orientation
developing. The supervisor wisely assigns the employee to work several weeks at the desk where
paperwork is finalized for student drivers who have just passed their driving tests. Not only can
the employee see that the tasks performed are making a difference, but this is reinforced by a
stream of elated teenagers and relieved older people these tasks have helped. This contrived
example is a simplification of more complex employee development scenarios that supervisors
may implement in the workplace.
For employees whose workplace cannot offer such opportunities, there are training strategies that
emphasize the relationship between action and results and can raise confidence in one’s ability to
act effectively. 56 Training that emphasizes the links between actions and outcomes as well as how
to recognize when such links are and are not present can be beneficial in increasing CAPS. Such
training can be found as a component of assertiveness training, behavioral modeling,
self-awareness training, and cognitive therapy to overcome self-defeating beliefs about one’s
ability to act effectively. 57 Game-like computer simulation experiences have also been shown to
be one way to accomplish this training. 58
CAPS and Training Transfer
CAPS may have useful implications for increasing transfer from training to performance on the
job. It is widely recognized that even well-designed, effectively delivered, job-relevant training
may not result in improved performance if the recently trained employee does not have the
opportunity to apply the new skills at work. 59 In some situations such opportunities may be
present, but the employee does not recognize them as such. This situation may be more common
for low CAPS employees who may not attempt to transfer improved skills because they do not
expect their actions to affect workplace outcomes. In addition, as discussed in the CAPS and
Recognizing Opportunities section above, the low CAPS employee may be slower to recognize
opportunities for improvement in the first place.

55 This is yet another reason to suggest that such performance discussions take place frequently rather than being limited to end-of-year performance
reviews. See MSPB (2015). Performance Management is More Than an Appraisal.
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Training effectiveness research has shown that high CAPS is associated with greater transfer of
training to the job setting.60 Supervisor interventions to raise CAPS by emphasizing the link
between employee behaviors and workplace results may increase training transfer and thereby
increase its value to the organization. Such interventions can be particularly effective when the
action-to-consequences links are made, not just through general examples, but using the skills
addressed by training and the performance outcomes valued in the workplace. This approach can
benefit all employees but may be of greatest value to those with low CAPS.
Challenges of High CAPS
High CAPS can have some potential downsides. Although research has shown that high CAPS
employees generally experience lower levels of job stress, 61 there are some circumstances in
which they may be at risk for higher stress. For example, frustration and discouragement can
develop when high CAPS individuals find themselves in the kind of high structure/low control
environments that are comfortable or familiar to their low CAPS colleagues. High CAPS
performers are prone to stress when they believe they can control aspects of their work
environment they really cannot. Supervisors should watch for this and be prepared to ameliorate
its effects with thoughtful job design and realistic expectation setting.
It is encouraging to observe in the MPS 2016 results that there is no indication that high CAPS
employees in our sample are experiencing CAPS-related stress. High CAPS employees are more
likely to report they are satisfied with the level of job stress (59 percent) than low CAPS
employees (16 percent). This is a positive finding, but it may require additional research to
explain. It is possible that the Federal Government’s greater emphasis on work-life balance than
nongovernmental employers and other related factors provide a buffer against such stress.
Research has shown that high CAPS employees can be “difficult” in ways related to their CAPS
profile. One study reportedly found them to be “less susceptible to influence, less easily
persuaded, and less likely to conform” than their low CAPS colleagues. 62 Whether this is a
positive or negative aspect may vary with the supervisor’s management style, the functional value
of rule-following or conformity, and other workplace factors.
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In Summary
This brief discussed employee CAPS and its relationship to career paths, work tasks, task
outcomes, work-related competencies, and employee engagement. The brief then presented
several implications of CAPS for managing work and employee counseling and development,
summarized in the table below.
Figure 6. Implications of CAPS for Supervising Employees

Planning

Working

Developing

•

Assess whether low CAPS is due to the work environment, suggesting job
redesign—or a characteristic of the employee, suggesting
employee development.

•

Consider the relative strengths of low and high CAPS employees when
assigning work, offering developmental opportunities, and counseling
employees about career planning.

•

Consider and discuss CAPS to facilitate improved communication among
nonsupervisory employees and between employees and supervisors.

•

Recognize that fast-changing and other low-control environments may be
stressful for high CAPS employees and seek ways to support
those employees.

•

When higher CAPS is valuable, consider steps such as (1) exposing
employees to work situations where their actions have immediate and
tangible outcomes; and (2) providing training where employees identify
connections between actions and outcomes.

•

Emphasize links between employee actions and outcomes to aid training
transfer to the work setting, particularly for low CAPS employees.
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Appendix A: Methodology
Merit Principles Survey 2016
MSPB periodically administers a Governmentwide Merit Principles Survey (MPS) to monitor
Federal agency compliance with Merit System Principles and to assess the general wellbeing of
the Federal workforce. MSPB has conducted the MPS periodically for more than 35 years. Each
MPS contains some questions that are asked in multiple administrations to track perceptions and
some questions that are unique to a single survey administration.
MPS 2016 was administered in July–September 2016. To reduce the demands on survey
respondents, it was divided into three paths so that all respondents would be asked only a fraction
of the total number of questions. The data discussed in this brief comes from “Path 2” of that
survey. Overall, 37,397 civilian employees were invited to respond to Path 2 and 14,473
responded, for a response rate of 38.7%. While the margin of error can vary by question, the
margin of error on Path 2, with a 95% confidence interval, ranges from 0.50% to 4.40%. 63
Confidence in Ability to Perform Successfully (CAPS) Index
Originally, ten candidate CAPS questions were included on MPS 2016 in the Work Context
section. Each question presented a statement along with a 5-point agreement/disagreement scale.
Half of the statements were worded such that agreement indicated high CAPS and half were
worded so that agreement indicated low CAPS. In the table below, “High” indicates a high CAPS
statement and “Low” indicates a low CAPS statement. Prior to analysis, responses to the low
CAPS items were recoded so that all items indicated high and low CAPS in the same way.
Specifically, in the low CAPS statement, the recoding was as follows: 1 to 5; 2 to 4; 4 to 2; 1 to 5;
and no change for a 3 (a response of “neither agree nor disagree”). After this recoding, higher
numbers indicated higher CAPS and lower numbers indicated low CAPS for all questions.
Consistent with accepted scale construction procedures 64 the correlations between responses to
these ten questions were examined using a principal component factor analysis. Based on this
analysis, the CAPS index was reduced to 6 items which are summarized reasonably by a single
factor and have a Cronbach’s alpha reliability of 0.71. 65 These scale properties compare favorably
to those of scales used in previous research on CAPS-related constructs. 66 The first six items in
the table below were retained in the CAPS index. The last four items in the table were not
included.
The 5-point ratings for the final six questions were averaged to assign each survey respondent a
CAPS index score. This CAPS index score was used to divide survey respondents into low,
medium, and high CAPS groups. Respondents with scores less than or equal to 2.5 were
classified as low CAPS; those with scores between 2.5 and 3.5 were considered middle CAPS,
63
For more information about MPS 2016 and how it was administered, see MSPB’s Freedom of Information Act electronic reading room (e-FOIA)
at www.mspb.gov.
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and those with scores greater than or equal to 3.5 were considered high CAPS. This research brief
examines differences in how these groups responded to other MPS 2016 questions to better
understand the role CAPS may play in Federal work.
Figure 7. Survey Items Considered for CAPS Index and Associated CAPS Level

Level

Index Question

Low

There is little point in setting goals at work because so much happens that I
cannot control.

High

If I set a goal at work, I can achieve that goal with hard work
and determination.

Low

The responsibility for an employees’ career advancement lies mostly with the
employing organization.

High

The responsibility for an employee’s career advancement lies mostly with
the employee.

Low

Success at a job like mine is determined mostly by things outside of the
employee’s control.

High

Most employees in a job like mine have it within their power to succeed at
their job.

Low

When there is a new workplace policy, it should be implemented quickly to
make things better.

High

Existing workplace policies should be changed cautiously to avoid making
things worse.

Low

It is important to closely direct employees’ work, so they do not make
bad decisions.

High

It is important to let employees choose how to do their work, even if they
sometimes make bad decisions.
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Appendix B: CAPS Differences by Dimensions Related to Occupation
The table below shows the percentage of MPS 2016 respondents who were low CAPS and high
CAPS for selected demographic dimensions that are related to occupation or work role.—
Leadership Role

Low CAPS

Non-Supervisor

11%

48%

Team Leader

11%

54%

Supervisor

6%

59%

Manager

4%

70%

Senior Executive

2%

79%

Education Level

Low CAPS

Less than High School

—

High School or GED

67

High CAPS
77%

8%

47%

Some College

11%

44%

Associate Degree

10%

49%

Bachelor’s Degree

9%

53%

Master’s Degree

8%

61%

Professional Degree

21%

52%

Ph.D. or equivalent

22%

63%

Yearly Salary

Low CAPS

High CAPS

Less Than $25,000

28%

44%

$25,000 to $49,999

10%

43%

$50,000 to $74,999

11%

48%

$75,000 to $99,999

10%

52%

$100,000 to $124,999

8%

59%

$125,000 to $149,999

9%

60%

$150,000 to $174,999

5%

68%

20%

56%

$175,000 or More
Union Membership

Low CAPS

High CAPS

Yes

14%

42%

No, Position Covered

12%

51%

No, Don’t Know If Covered

9%

52%

No, Not Covered

7%

60%

Administrative Location

Low CAPS

Headquarters
Field

67

High CAPS

High CAPS

8%

55%

11%

51%

There were no low CAPS survey respondents at this level of education.
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