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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The U. S. Office of Personnel Management conducted a review of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) as part of its Fiscal Year 2001 oversight program.  The review focused on adherence to the merit system principles set out in title 5, United States Code, section 2301.  Following is a summary of our major findings.

· With downsizing behind it, NASA once again is able to concentrate on recruiting high quality candidates for its jobs.  At the Centers we visited, we found aggressive recruitment activities geared toward improving diversity.  The Centers are using several of the recruitment incentives to attract well-qualified candidates.  NASA established a National Recruitment Team to provide a corporate approach to agency recruitment efforts.

· The loss of experienced employees has prompted an emphasis on retraining to replace critical skills lost during downsizing.  The managers, supervisors, and employees we interviewed had high praise for NASA’s training and development programs. 

· NASA is developing a sophisticated system for identifying vital skills and pinpointing where skills gaps exist in the workforce.  The Kennedy Space Center’s Competency Management System will be the agency-wide prototype for this project.

· We found extensive use of technology-based learning tools at the Centers.  The tools include multi-media learning centers, computer-based training, video/audio learning, interactive telecommunications, satellite delivery, videoconferencing networks, and  academic Internet courses.

· We were very impressed with NASA’s efforts to “transform” the human resources workforce into a viable advisory and program development service.  The HR staffs and top management have made this transformation a high priority.

· The staffing and placement programs we reviewed are operating in a manner consistent with the merit system principles.  We found some procedural problems and a couple practices that we are concerned about.  The latter involve the increasing use of temporary and term appointments and the placement of Presidential Management Interns into the accelerated promotion program for Aerospace Technologists.  These issues are described in more detail in the Staffing section of this report.

· Based on survey and interview responses, the workforce is generally satisfied with NASA’s two-level performance appraisal system.  However, our review of employee performance files disclosed that many did not contain current performance plans or ratings of record.

· We found that a great deal of effort goes into providing the NASA workforce with information on strategic planning and organizational goals.  One tool used to link organizational goals with individual performance that we find particularly noteworthy is Kennedy’s Goal Performance Evaluation System.  We understand this system is being expanded to the other Centers.

ii.  introduction

The U. S. Office of Personnel Management (OPM) conducted an agency-focused review of NASA as part of its oversight program for Fiscal Year (FY) 2001.  This was OPM’s second agency-focused review at NASA.  The first review occurred in FY 1997 when we began reviewing HRM programs at major Government agencies on a four-year cycle. The FY 1997 review found that, despite extensive downsizing, NASA maintained a positive working climate and carried out its HRM activities in accordance with the merit system principles. 

ENVIRONMENT

Between FY 1993 and FY 2000, NASA reduced its workforce by 26 percent through attrition, buy-outs, and limited external hiring.  Because losses were voluntary during this time, NASA was unable to target the reductions.  This resulted in a considerable loss of corporate knowledge and critical skills, which is not over yet.  NASA projects that a third of its workforce will be eligible for retirement by 2005.  Currently, 21 percent of its supervisory workforce is eligible to retire immediately.

To address the skills lost during downsizing, NASA plans to increase hiring, retrain current employees, restructure positions, move employees between organizations, and use buyouts to eliminate specific skills that are no longer needed.  NASA is in the early stages of conducting a strategic resources review that will identify human capital requirements over the next ten years.  Part of the review includes developing a core competency system that will be used for workforce planning.  The Office of Human Resources and Education (OHRE) also plans to launch a recruitment initiative in FY 2002 that will focus on hiring new college graduates.

As we found in 1997, NASA continues to be a highly decentralized agency.  Each of the Centers maintains its own HR office performing the full complement of program work.  However, the HR offices have not escaped the effects of downsizing.  At the time of our last review, NASA’s five-year (FY 1991-1995) personnel servicing ratio average (employees per HR specialist) was 63:1.  The most recent five-year average (FY 1996-2000) was 69:1.  NASA is exploring ways to make their human resources programs more efficient, to include using contractors to perform certain functions.   

EVALUATION PLAN

The purpose of the review was to assess adherence to the merit system principles in the areas of HRM accountability, workforce management, and staffing.  We covered these topics during all FY 2001 agency-focused reviews.  We included in the staffing portion of our review the topic of support service contractors based on a December 2000 report issued by NASA’s Office of Inspector General (OIG) that identified problems in this area.  We also included in the report a section on HR workforce transformation.  OPM is studying the transformation of HR professionals in the Federal Government in order to identify guidance and services needed.

We visited four sites representing a mix of space and research operations as part of our review: Glenn Research Center, Goddard Space Flight Center, Kennedy Space Center, and Langley Research Center.  The population at these four sites comprises almost half of NASA’s workforce.  We met with OHRE policy staff during our visit to the Goddard Space Flight Center.  We issued letter reports to each of the Centers we visited that included required actions to correct regulatory errors and suggestions to strengthen their HR programs.

DATA SOURCES

We used a variety of information sources for our review, including:

· workforce statistics from the Central Personnel Data File (CPDF);

· published HRM program policies, operating procedures, and guidance;

· individual interviews with 24 senior managers, 1 union official, and 35 HR and equal employment opportunity program officials;

· group interviews that included 65 managers and supervisors, 79 employees, 5 union officials, and 15 HR staff;

· OPM’s Merit System Principles Questionnaire (MSPQ).  The MSPQ solicits perceptions about various aspects of HRM related to the merit system principles.  In January 2001, we electronically administered the MSPQ to a random sample of 712 NASA supervisors and managers and 757 non-supervisory employees.  We received a response rate of 42 percent.  In this report, we compare the NASA MSPQ responses to those of a random sample of Federal employees from a Governmentwide survey conducted in the summer of 2000; and

· a sample of personnel actions and related files effected during January 1, 2000, through March 31, 2001.  The sample included 80 delegated examining appointments, 106 other staffing actions, 71 performance plans, 70 awards, and 18 Intergovernmental Personnel Act (IPA) agreements.

REPORT FORMAT

The merit system principles provide a set of values for making HRM decisions which, if followed, result in predictable, positive outcomes.  For each area we reviewed, this report cites the relevant merit system principles, lists the expected outcomes, and summarizes our findings with respect to those outcomes.  When we found problems relating to laws or regulations, the report cites the corrective action needed from the agency.  In areas where we see opportunities for improvement, we report recommended actions.  

When evaluating MSPQ survey data, we consider a positive response rate of 65 percent or more to a question to be a strength, and 35 percent or less to reflect a weakness.  We also compare agency response rates to those in our Governmentwide survey in order to establish realistic expectations.  Whenever possible, we discuss survey responses with agency interviewees to determine possible causes for favorable or unfavorable responses, and we present those findings along with survey findings.

We provide a summary of the required and recommended actions resulting from our review in Appendix A.  Appendix B explains the abbreviations used in this report.

III.  hrm accountability

HRM accountability is the responsibility of Federal agencies to assess how efficiently, effectively, and strategically they are making use of their human resources to achieve desired results within the values of the merit system principles.

MERIT SYSTEM PRINCIPLES

All nine merit system principles are relevant to this area and are adapted from section 2301 of title 5, United States Code (U.S.C.).

· Recruit qualified individuals from all segments of society, and select and advance employees on the basis of merit after fair and open competition.  
5 U.S.C. 2301(b)(1)
· Treat employees and applicants fairly and equitably, without regard to political 

affiliation, race, color, religion, national origin, sex, marital status, age, or 

handicapping condition.
5 U.S.C. 2301(b)(2)
· Provide equal pay for equal work and reward excellent performance.
5 U.S.C. 2301(b)(3)
· Maintain high standards of integrity, conduct, and concern for the public interest.

5 U.S.C. 2301(b)(4)
· Manage employees efficiently and effectively.  
5 U.S.C. 2301(b)(5)
· Retain or separate employees on the basis of their performance.
5 U.S.C. 2301(b)(6)
· Educate and train employees when it will result in better organizational or 

individual performance.
5 U.S.C. 2301(b)(7)
· Protect employees from improper political influence.  
5 U.S.C. 2301(b)(8)
· Protect employees against reprisal for the lawful disclosure of information in “whistleblower” situations (i.e., protect people who report things like illegal 

or wasteful activities).

5 U.S.C. 2301(b)(9)
EXPECTED OUTCOMES

· Managers, supervisors, and HRM officials are aware of and held accountable for      operating in a manner consistent with the merit system principles.

· Human resources programs and business practices are efficient and effective

· Managers and supervisors manage their human resources and make human resource decisions that support achievement of the agency’s mission and align with the agency’s strategic planning, budgeting and mission evaluation activities.

(   Periodic review of the HRM accountability system is undertaken to ensure its effectiveness.

FINDINGS

Merit system principles accountability and awareness

(   NASA supervisors and managers told us they are held accountable for their staffing

    decisions and workforce management practices in a variety of ways:

· through their performance plans, which have a “continuing management responsibilities” element that encompasses proper HR administration;

· through review of their staffing actions by local HR offices;

· through grievance and complaint procedures; and 
· through their mission goals which will not be met unless they manage their people effectively.
· As Table 1 reflects, MSPQ responses show a higher awareness of the merit system principles among NASA employees than the government as a whole.

	TABLE 1.  Percent of MSPQ respondents agreeing with the following:
	NASA
	GOVERNMENT

	
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl

	I know what the merit system principles are.
	90
	61
	84
	60


· NASA is doing a great deal to heighten awareness of the merit system principles and strengthen accountability.

-
NASA publishes the merit system principles on its Internet website.

· At Glenn, the Office of Human Resources (OHR) has a training course entitled “Merit System Principles: Understanding and Applying Them.”  Glenn has also brought on line the Corrective and Preventive Action Reporting System (CPARS).  This is a web-accessible database used to document and track the disposition, root cause, and associated corrective action in instances where organizations fail to adhere to their stated principles, procedures, or standards.  Managers and employees will also hold HR staff accountable for personnel services through the use of CPARS.
· Kennedy provides a supervisory training course called Leadership Excellence Achievement Program.  One of the course modules covers the merit system principles and prohibited personnel practices.  Related articles are published in the HR-issued newsletter Personnel Notes & Happenings.
· At Langley, the Employee and Organizational Development Branch offers a “59 Minutes” employee lecture series that focuses on a variety of topics related to the merit system principles.

Recommended Action
Use additional tools like the merit system principles wallet cards and the OPM-produced video, Encounter at Roosevelt Island: A Conversation about Merit System Principles.  By doing so, NASA can maintain its high merit system principle awareness among supervisors and managers.  
HRM efficiency and effectiveness

· Like other agencies, downsizing of the HR staff presents a challenge to NASA’s effective delivery of HR services and programs.  Despite the loss of HR staff during the past decade, NASA continues to receive high marks from its workforce regarding the services they provide, as shown in Table 2.  Our last review identified similar responses.

	TABLE 2.  Percent of MSPQ respondents agreeing with the following:
	NASA
	GOVERNMENT

	
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl

	I receive timely personnel services.
	60
	66
	55
	52

	I receive quality personnel services.
	65
	65
	56
	49

	I receive courteous personnel services.
	86
	78
	74
	66

	I am kept informed about important changes in personnel rules and employee benefits.
	82
	79
	65
	59


· The Personnel Function Self-Assessment Desk Guide developed by the OHRE encourages NASA’s HR offices to develop customer/employee surveys to measure efficiency and effectiveness.  We found that the Centers we visited are aggressively obtaining feedback from a variety of sources to improve service delivery.  

· Langley conducted an employee climate survey in late 2000 via the Intranet.  The survey identified concerns with the promotion process, internal relationships between organizations, and a need for increased attention to communication both up and down the line.  An analysis of the results of the survey served as a springboard for several initiatives at the Center.  In interviews with employees, managers and supervisors, all say that the OHR has improved customer service and is continuing to make positive changes.     

· Goddard had the National Academy of Public Administration conduct a study of HRM because of employee concerns.  Goddard has also done several other surveys to get customer feedback.  New promotion and awards procedures were put in place at Goddard based on input from the surveys conducted. 

· The Glenn OHR undertook a major initiative by conducting meetings with senior management to discuss timeliness problems and other issues regarding the services they provide.  This was followed by two “all hands” OHR retreats where an action plan was developed to improve services.  OHR is currently in the process of finalizing and implementing the plan.
· NASA is focusing on improving its tools to make the HRM program more efficient.  An automated applicant referral system, Staffing and Recruitment System (STARS), was just implemented agency-wide.  NASA is also considering an automated classification system.  Kennedy is developing an automated system to assist with knowledge management that has been adopted as an agency-wide prototype.  The Competency Management System (CMS) offers a catalogue of NASA-specific strategic competencies.  When completed, the CMS will contain additional modules to assist with training and development, career planning, resume management, employee selection, project management, workforce deployment, competency gap analysis, capability inventory, and succession planning.  

· The Centers we visited are improving efficiency through the use of contractors to perform processing and training functions.  Additionally, some of the Centers are functioning as leads for specific operational activities.  For example, Goddard is the lead for implementing the STARS.  Kennedy provides relocation services agency-wide.  The use of lead centers and shared services is an initiative in the OHRE’s Functional Leadership Plan.

HRM alignment with strategic planning

· In a March 2001 audit report, NASA’s Office of Inspector General (OIG) concluded that NASA has not adequately incorporated HRM into its Strategic Plan or performance plans.
  Because of this, the OIG believes the agency is unable to determine the appropriate number of staff or competencies needed to carry out its mission effectively.  

The agency response partially concurred with the report findings, noting that it aligns human resources with strategic efforts through various planning processes.  The response advised that human resource needs will be covered in the FY 2002 Performance Plan.  The agency also advised it would conduct a strategic resources review that will take into account future workforce needs.   

· The strategic resources review mentioned in the response to the OIG report is underway.  The intent of the review is to align HR requirements with infrastructure investments over the next ten years based on the agency’s mission.  Kennedy’s Competency Management System will be used to facilitate an agency-wide consistent approach for the review. 

· The Centers we visited are incorporating HRM into the strategic planning process.
· Kennedy has implemented a sophisticated strategic management process that includes planning, documentation, evaluation, reporting, and assessment on a cyclical basis in order to hold managers and supervisors accountable for their HR decisions.

· Kennedy’s Goal Performance Evaluation System (GPES) allows for the documentation and linkage of individual performance to the overall objectives, goals, and mission of the Center.  One feature of the GPES is a strategic management tool that provides the capability of electronically linking an organization’s mission and objectives to any strategic goal.  The GPES is being expanded to the other Centers.  We believe this expansion will provide a consistent approach to linking HRM to the strategic planning process.  
· The Goddard HR Operational Plan is in direct support of the Center’s Strategic Implementation Plan.  HRM is linked to mission accomplishment mainly through a goal that focuses on maintaining a vital and effective workforce.  Managers have a role in developing HR goals, measures, and programs through the Integrated Business Planning Process.  This is an annual effort in which managers meet to make tactical decisions about Goddard’s budget and workforce.

· The Langley Implementation Plan contains a performance target that addresses the agency’s HRM strategic goal.  The OHR has an organizational unit plan that further defines specific management objectives and performance indicators aligned with targets in the Implementation Plan.
HRM accountability system review 

· Our last review found that NASA has an internal evaluation program in place that was based on an installation self-assessment concept.  NASA headquarters developed a Personnel Function Self-Assessment Desk Guide that included a checklist and series of questions that the Centers could use to assess the health of key personnel program areas.  The Guide is updated periodically to incorporate policy and program changes.

· The Centers we visited conduct self-assessments through a variety of methods.  The methods include formal independent reviews, internal assessments using the Guide or a similar tool, customer surveys, random quality checks, and tracking HRM indicators using metrics.  In addition, the HR offices are subject to International Organization for Standardization certification requirements.  To be certified, an organization must prove they are complying with documented policies and procedures. 

· NASA’s self-assessment approach to HRM accountability seems to be working well.  The Centers are concerned about improving their HRM programs and have several initiatives underway to assess weaknesses and strengths.   In keeping with an initiative in the OHRE Functional Leadership Plan, it may be beneficial to share these different initiatives among the Centers. 

Recommended Action

Collect and share information about the various accountability and measurement initiatives underway at the Centers.  Strive in particular to link the initiatives to the agency’s overall strategic direction.

IV. HR WORKFORCE TRANSFORMATION

OPM is studying the transformation of the HR occupation to meet the new challenges that have emerged in public sector employment.  The purposes of the study are to monitor the progress of transformation and identify guidance and services needed by the HR community.

MERIT SYSTEM PRINCIPLES

· Recruit qualified individuals from all segments of society, and select and advance employees on the basis of merit after fair and open competition.  
5 U.S.C. 2301(b)(1)
· Provide equal pay for equal work and reward excellent performance.
5 U.S.C. 2301(b)(3)
· Manage employees efficiently and effectively.  
5 U.S.C. 2301(b)(5)
· Educate and train employees when it will result in better organizational or 

individual performance.
5 U.S.C. 2301(b)(7)
EXPECTED OUTCOMES

· The HR culture and organizational culture support the acquisition of new competencies for HR professionals.

· The agency’s commitment to developing and maintaining HR competencies is reflected in its strategic plans and its training, development, and workforce plans.

· Possessing the necessary competencies enables HR practitioners to improve agency performance.

FINDINGS
Cultural support

· We found during our last review that NASA’s decentralized organization, delegated management style, and employee enthusiasm for the agency’s mission helped create a culture in which each Center maintained a strong sense of its own identity and purpose.  Because of this culture, HR staff members were likely to spend their entire Federal careers working at their Center, thus forming a cadre of well-trained professionals.

· That same culture prevails in NASA’s HR community today.  The biggest difference between then and now is there are fewer HR staff members to do the work because of downsizing and natural attrition, resulting in considerable loss of knowledge and expertise.  As explained in the previous section of this report, the HR workforce is exploring ways to improve operational efficiency.  At each of the Centers we visited,

we also found a strong commitment to transforming the HR workforce from a process- oriented environment to an advisory and program development service.  This commitment is held not only by the HR Directors and their staffs, but is also recognized by top management as a high priority.   

· The Centers have reorganized and redesigned positions to accommodate the transformation.  Both Kennedy and Langley restructured their HR offices and are developing HR competencies that they will use to recruit for and train their HR staffs.  Glenn redescribed the HR Director’s position description to describe a change agent who will lead the HR staff through the transformation process.

HR competencies in strategic planning

· One goal in the OHRE Functional Leadership Plan is to “ensure that the HR workforce has the requisite knowledge, skills, abilities, and tools to carry out its responsibilities in support of agency goals and objectives.”  To lead this effort, NASA headquarters recently developed a “Picture of Success,” a model HR organization for which they are striving and which is aligned with NASA’s mission.  The business plan for achieving this model includes developing a common vision of HR work and competencies.

· Kennedy’s CMS has been adopted as the agency-wide prototype for developing competencies, and it includes the HR workforce.  The CMS will allow a corporate approach to meeting the Leadership Plan goal.  HR staff we interviewed identified the following competencies that should be considered when developing the CMS:  writing ability, interpersonal skills, oral communication capability, research and analytical ability, automation skills, creative thinking, customer service, teamwork, organizational development skills, business system thinking, risk taking, and coaching skills.

· Each of the Centers we visited has a plan in place to improve HR workforce competencies.

· Glenn's OHR vision statement includes a commitment to the continued development of a highly trained HR staff.  This commitment is articulated in a written action plan they developed following meetings with senior management staffs.

· Goddard has established a HR competency team made up of personnel from the HR staff to identify needed competencies.

· Kennedy’s Business Objectives and Agreement plan includes an objective to develop internal skills and competencies within the HR office.

· A part of Langley’s workforce plan is a competency framework that is now being used to develop training initiatives for the HR staff.

Transformation success
· Despite the strong commitment to transform the HR workforce, there are obstacles that hinder a smooth transition.  The following obstacles surfaced during our discussions with the HR staffs: lack of money to fund the transformation effort, inadequate automation infrastructure, resistance to change by some seasoned HR staff members, insufficient numbers of staff with a full range of competencies to change a process-oriented culture, and the traditional view held by the workforce of the HR staff as gatekeepers and police.

· One common theme that continually came up during our review was that HR transformation would not succeed without the support and involvement of senior management.  Two of the Centers consider it important to develop benchmarks and key indicators to assess workforce transformation progress.  The use of customer satisfaction surveys, as discussed in the previous section of this report, is also useful to gauge organizational performance.

· Although HR transformation is in varying stages of implementation within NASA, managers and supervisors at most of the Centers applauded the new direction in which the HR offices are heading.  The HR specialists are gaining the respect of many front-line supervisors and managers, and their consultation services received high praise.

V.
WORKFORCE MANAGEMENT

Program areas covered under this topic include performance management, incentive awards, training and development, and dispute resolution systems.

MERIT SYSTEM PRINCIPLES

· Provide equal pay for equal work and reward excellent performance.


















5 U.S.C. 2301 (b)(3)
· Retain or separate employees on the basis of their performance.


















5 U.S.C. 2301 (b)(6)
· Educate and train employees when it will result in better organizational or 

individual performance.
5 U.S.C. 2301 (b)(7)
· Treat employees and applicants fairly and equitably, without regard to political 

affiliation, race, color, religion, national origin, sex, marital status, age or 

handicapping condition.









5 U.S.C. 2301 (b)(2)
· Manage employees efficiently and effectively.
5 U.S.C. 2301 (b)(5)
EXPECTED OUTCOMES

· Individual performance goals and measures reflect mission requirements and public policy.

· Individual goal accomplishment is monitored, and regular, sound feedback is provided.

· Training, award, and retention decisions address poor performance and improve good performance.

· Training, award, and retention decisions are fair and equitable.

· Dispute resolution systems are established, and employees have confidence that disputes will be resolved fairly and equitably.
FINDINGS

Performance goals and measures

· The NASA Strategic Plan defines performance goals and objectives for the five enterprises and for the administrative support functions that include HRM.  The 

enterprises develop their own strategic plans that flow from the agency plan.  The Centers develop implementation plans that establish specific targets needed to meet agency strategic goals.  Our review found that a great deal of effort goes into sharing this information with the NASA workforce.  For example, findings from a survey that Langley administered a year ago suggested employees did not have a clear understanding of organizational goals.  To remedy this, Langley management now publishes the “Staff Director’s Minutes” to improve communications and share agency strategic planning initiatives.  Kennedy established the Goal Performance Evaluation System to link the agency’s Strategic Plan to specific organizational goals and individual performance.  The GPES enhances workforce understanding of strategic planning because it allows direct access and input on the part of each employee.  NASA is expanding the GPES so that the other Centers will also benefit from this linkage.

· Interview and MSPQ responses indicate that the NASA workforce is knowledgeable about job expectations and how their jobs contribute to the agency’s mission.  Table 3 below shows the responses to the MSPQ regarding knowledge of and involvement in strategic planning on the part of NASA employees.  NASA responses are comparable to or higher than Governmentwide responses.  In areas related to systematic goal setting, the questionnaire responses are particularly favorable.  

	TABLE 3.  Percent of MSPQ survey respondents agreeing with the following:
	NASA
	GOVERNMENT

	
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl

	My supervisor communicates what is expected of employees in terms of job performance.
	82
	70
	76
	70

	I know what is expected of me on the job.
	91
	85
	91
	86

	I know how my job contributes to the mission and goals of the agency.
	95
	90
	94
	88

	Employees participate in developing long-range plans.
	68
	51
	55
	38

	We set goal and objectives to help meet long-range plans.
	77
	56
	64
	41

	We use measures to track our goals and objectives
	68
	51
	59
	40


Performance monitoring and feedback

· Since our last review, NASA moved to a two-level performance rating system.  As shown in Table 4, MSPQ responses about performance appraisals and feedback show that the NASA workforce is satisfied with the current two-level system.  Although we heard some concerns about the current system’s lack of meaningful performance distinctions, those we interviewed generally accepted the two-level system.  They acknowledged there are other forms of feedback, such as informal feedback and peer recognition, that are important and satisfying to them.

	TABLE 4.  Percent of MSPQ survey respondents agreeing with the following:
	NASA
	GOVERNMENT

	
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl

	My supervisor provides constructive suggestions to improve my performance.
	75
	61
	65
	56

	My performance appraisal is a fair reflection of my performance.
	86
	72
	73
	66

	My supervisor helps poor performers improve.
	58
	42
	52
	36

	Steps are taken to deal with poor performers who cannot/will not improve.
	54
	28
	52
	29


· The survey responses in Table 4 suggest that NASA supervisors do not always deal with poor performers, a perception also shared by other Government employees and supervisors.  CPDF statistics for FY 2000 reflect that only three employees received performance ratings below the fully successful level.  The rate of formal performance-based actions in NASA during FY 2000 was lower than Governmentwide rates, as shown in Table 5.

	TABLE 5.  Performance-Based Actions
	NASA
	GOVERNMENT

	Denials of within-grade increases (rate per 100 employees)
	.01
	.05

	Probationary terminations (as a percentage of all probationers)
	.33
	           2.94

	Terminations based on performance (rate per 100 employees)
	.01
	.02


· The above table does not reflect the informal methods used to correct poor performance.  However, most non-supervisory employees we interviewed did not believe management deals with poor performers.  The managers and supervisors indicated that they try to counsel employees, use performance improvement plans, and work closely with HR staff on an individual basis to resolve performance problems.  Some of the supervisors, however, voiced concern that many performance standards are too broad and generic, making it impossible for anyone to fail.  These supervisors were uncertain as to how to narrow the standards without making them overly restrictive. 

Recommended Action

Collect and share with the Centers practices that have been successful in dealing with poor performers.  Include examples of how performance standards may be improved to hold employees more accountable for achieving organizational goals.

· Our review of employee performance files revealed that many did not contain current performance plans or ratings of record.  We also found in some cases that progress reviews and annual performance ratings were either not conducted timely or were not documented.  The HR staffs we spoke with believe some of these problems are a result of limited control on their part because the line units maintain the performance files.  We stressed the importance of providing and documenting timely performance feedback in our reports to the Centers.  We believe the performance program can be further strengthened if supervisors are held accountable for conducting and documenting progress reviews and annual ratings in a timely manner.
Recommended Action

  

Hold supervisors accountable for conducting and documenting performance progress reviews and annual performance appraisals.  This can be done by including a specific element in supervisors’ performance plans or through periodic quality checks.

Employee recognition

· The NASA incentive awards program is comprehensive.  A variety of monetary and non-monetary awards are used to recognize sustained performance and special achievements.  We found extensive use of team awards at Glenn and Goddard.  NASA has an external awards program that includes approximately 70 awards sponsored by professional organizations.

· Chart 1 below shows NASA’s five-year awards trend.  The data reflect that the use of quality step increases (QSI’s) has tapered off slightly, while the other types of awards have increased.  NASA’s two-level performance appraisal system implemented in 1997 may account for some of the changes.

[image: image3.wmf]     Representation in Workforce

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

Women

African-Ams

Hispanics

Asian/PI

% of Workforce

NASA

Government



Source:  CPDF
CHART 1

· Despite a few negative comments, interview responses indicate overall satisfaction with the incentive awards program.  This is consistent with MSPQ responses, as shown in Table 6.  

	TABLE 6.  Percent of MSPQ survey respondents agreeing with the following:
	NASA
	GOVERNMENT

	
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl

	Awards depend on how well employees perform their jobs.
	81
	55
	62
	37


· Each of the Centers we visited has an awards committee or some other mechanism in place to review and safeguard the integrity of the awards program.  NASA’s OHRE reviews the agency’s awards distribution each year for anomalies.  The OHRE will conduct an extensive review during FY 2002 to update the awards program and better align it with the Strategic Plan.

· Despite the implementation of the two-level performance rating system, two of the Centers we visited report that most performance awards are still directly tied to the year-end rating cycle.  Factors that contribute to this are past practice and award funding disbursement that coincides with the end of the annual rating cycle.  The Finance Office at Langley is exploring ways to restructure the disbursement process so that award funding is provided at the beginning of the fiscal year.  Kennedy established a policy that a certain percentage of awards each fiscal year must be other than performance awards.    

Employee training and development
· NASA is focusing a great deal of attention toward revitalizing its current workforce, especially with the loss of critical skills during past downsizing efforts.  One major theme to come out of NASA’s Integrated Action Team (NIAT) report issued in December 2000 is the need to ensure that the right people have the right skills at critical times during the life of a project.  The report identified engineering capabilities and project management skills as high priority needs.

· NASA headquarters developed a project management competency model that identifies the various skills needed at different stages of a project.  The Centers can use the model as a guide to tailor training to fit their specific needs.  NASA is also focusing on knowledge sharing as a means to keep the workforce informed of project managers’ real-life experiences and latest industry trends.  The Knowledge Management Center website was designed to serve as a conduit for this purpose.

· NASA’s training budget for FY 2001 was $50 million.  Based on MSPQ responses (shown in Table 7) and the comments of those we interviewed, this amount addresses the critical training and development needs of the workforce.  Interviewees overwhelmingly agreed they receive the training needed to perform their jobs.  Funding for travel to attend conferences and symposiums was problematic in the past, but NASA’s “Learning Initiative” program now provides additional funding for this in order to enhance state-of-the-art learning.

	TABLE 7.  Percent of MSPQ survey respondents agreeing with the following:
	NASA
	GOVERNMENT

	
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl

	I am given the opportunity to improve my skills.
	87
	80
	74
	58

	My training needs are assessed.
	72
	59
	57
	47

	I receive the training I need to perform my job.
	85
	72
	69
	57

	The training I receive has a positive effect on my job performance.
	84
	74
	75
	65


· The NASA FY 2001 Performance Plan includes a target to increase training opportunities and use of technology-based learning.  The NIAT report also recommends improving training methodologies through use of information systems technologies.  Our review suggests that NASA is meeting, if not exceeding, these goals.  At the Centers we visited, we found extensive use of multi-media learning centers, computer-based training, video/audio learning tapes, interactive telecommunication systems, satellite training, videoconferencing networks between teachers and students, and on-line academic Internet courses.  NASA’s agency-wide Site for Online Learning and Resources offers about 90 web-based courses on numerous subjects, including safety, risk management, ethics, audits and reviews, data management, metrology, process control, and mission assurance planning.        

· Training and development were topics of high interest during our interviews.  The interviewees voiced appreciation for the ability to continue with advanced studies at colleges and universities and to participate in fellowship programs.  

· We heard very positive remarks about Kennedy’s Leadership Excellence Achievement Program, which currently consists of six modules targeted for team leaders, supervisors, and managers.  The training staff is developing a new module for GS-13/14 employees focusing on executive and management skills.  

· Langley offers several professional development programs for managerial, aerospace and aviation, engineering, and computer science positions.  Newly-appointed supervisors receive a six-day residential training program designed to facilitate the transition into the first-line supervisory role.  

· Glenn assembled an engineering and scientific training plan that provides a comprehensive five-year curriculum.  It includes implementation plans in 12 disciplines, as well as an assessment of courses in areas of rapidly emerging technologies.  Glenn also has a learning channel on its in-house television system, 

with four time slots per day devoted to different educational opportunities that can be viewed on monitors throughout the Center.  Goddard is rolling out a new phase of its Learning Center with approximately 1600 web-based courses available to employees.  The Center is opening a career management unit that will feature counseling services and a library of resources.  Goddard also has a formal mentoring program that it uses extensively for career development.  

· NASA has a number of agency-wide leadership and management development programs for executives and mid- and senior-level managers.  OHRE developed a leadership competency model and is in the process of aligning it with training activities and Strategic Plan requirements.    

· All but one of the Centers we visited use formal training plans based on assessments of individual training needs.  The one Center that did not formally assess training needs indicated they would conduct a comprehensive training needs assessment during FY 2002.  NASA MSPQ responses were generally favorable regarding this subject.

Dispute resolution
· NASA has an agency-wide policy for using alternative dispute resolution (ADR) for formal complaints of discrimination.  We found ADR programs at each of the Centers we visited.  Two of the Centers have extended their ADR programs to resolve other workplace disputes, and one Center has established a team to design such a program.  The Centers reported it is difficult to gauge the success of ADR because of the limited number of complaints that reach the formal stage.  Headquarters staff advised that between 70 and 80 percent of formal complaints have been resolved successfully using ADR. 

· As shown in Table 8, MSPQ responses indicate that NASA employees are knowledgeable about their grievance and appeal rights, although their responses were slightly lower than their Governmentwide counterparts.  Information on resolving workplace disputes is readily available on the NASA website.  Each of the Centers we visited also provides this information through publications or postings on the Intranet and bulletin boards.  
	TABLE 8.  Percent of MSPQ survey respondents agreeing with the following:
	NASA
	GOVERNMENT

	
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl

	I know about my rights regarding grievances and appeals or where to get such information.
	90
	74
	91
	80

	Complaints, disputes, or grievances are resolved fairly in my work unit.
	82
	72
	51
	43


· Table 8 indicates that the NASA workforce believes disputes are resolved fairly.  NASA responses were significantly more positive than those Governmentwide.  The employees we interviewed believe most workplace disputes are resolved informally to the satisfaction of those involved.

VI. STAFFING

This portion of the report covers recruitment, internal placement actions, external hiring, and support of public policy programs.  Also included is coverage on the use of support service contractors.

MERIT SYSTEM PRINCIPLES

· Recruit qualified individuals from all segments of society, and select and advance employees by merit after fair and open competition.  
5 U.S.C. 2301(b)(1)
· Treat employees and applicants fairly and equitably, without regard to political 

affiliation, race, color, religion, national origin, sex, marital status, age, or 

handicapping condition.
5 U.S.C. 2301(b)(2)
EXPECTED OUTCOMES

· Fair and open competition for vacancies and advancement opportunities results in the placement of the best candidates to do the work.

· External and internal recruitment and placement actions are taken in accordance with law and regulation.

· Decisions on recruitment and placement are guided by assessments of mission requirements and support public policy programs.

· HRM decisions consider the most efficient and effective use of the agency’s workforce in accomplishing its mission.
FINDINGS

Fair and open competition

· NASA fills its vacancies through fair and open competition.  External vacancy announcements are posted on USAJOBS to notify the public of job opportunities.  Internal announcements are electronically publicized on NASA’s Internet and Intranet sites.  Interviewees indicated that information on vacancies is readily available and easy to access.  MSPQ responses were similarly positive.

· We found some deficiencies in the content of vacancy announcements that could make it difficult for applicants outside NASA to apply for vacancies.  Examples include incomplete information on the Career Transition Assistance and Interagency Career Transition Programs, qualification requirements that did not provide enough specificity, and unclear application procedures.  We worked with Center HR staff members to correct these problems.

· Vacancy announcements at one Center we visited contained language regarding the possibility of non-competitively converting term appointments to permanent appointments.  Conversion to permanent appointments is not authorized by the regulations in Part 316, Subpart C, title 5, Code of Federal Regulations (5 CFR).  The Center apparently based this language on guidance issued by NASA headquarters in 1996 following tentative discussions with OPM.  Although the Center had not converted any term employees, we are concerned that this practice may exist elsewhere.



Recommended Action

Remind HR staffs that language in vacancy announcements regarding the non-competitive conversion of term appointments to permanent appointments is not appropriate.

· The managers and supervisors we interviewed believe they receive sufficient numbers of well-qualified candidates for their vacancies, although recruitment at the higher-grade levels often produces smaller applicant pools.  Requirements for specialized needs and competition with the private sector were cited most often as reasons for the smaller pools of candidates.

Internal Placement

· Table 9 shows the positive MSPQ responses regarding the quality of selectees and the fairness of promotions.  NASA respondents were substantially more positive than respondents in other agencies.  

	TABLE 9.  Percent of MSPQ survey respondents agreeing with the following:
	NASA
	GOVERNMENT

	
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl
	Supv/Mgr
	Empl

	People hired for jobs in my work unit can do the work.
	94
	80
	81
	64

	Selections for promotions in my work unit are based on merit.
	82
	60
	71
	39


· Our review of competitive promotion files established that selectees were well qualified for the vacancies, a fact supported by the positive MSPQ responses regarding the quality of selections.  Applicants were rated using appropriate job analyses and evaluation criteria.  Our review teams provided advice to the HR staff on how to strengthen some of the crediting plans used to rate and rank candidates.

· We also reviewed some non-competitive promotion files during our review.  We found some instances in which the HR offices did not document promotions based on the accretion of additional duties and responsibilities very well.  Otherwise, the non-competitive promotions adhered to the merit system principles and other regulatory requirements.

External hiring

· NASA renewed recruitment activities during the past couple of years as hiring restrictions eased within the agency.  We found aggressive recruitment programs at the Centers we visited.  NASA’s primary recruitment focus is on locating candidates with engineering and aerospace technology skills.  NASA established a National Recruitment Team to provide a centralized approach for the agency’s recruitment efforts.  The team will complement Center recruitment activities by developing agency-wide strategies and marketing plans, linking student education feeder programs to hiring opportunities, and promoting relationships with colleges and universities. 

· NASA is increasing its use of temporary and term appointments.  During our review, we heard a number of reasons for making non-permanent appointments, e.g., to infuse the workforce with new ideas, to mirror academic tenure, to leverage technology transfer, or because “it is the agency’s policy.”  These reasons do not correspond with the purposes in the regulations for temporary and term appointments.  Subparts C and D of Part 316, 5 CFR, cite the purposes as:  project work, extraordinary workload, scheduled reorganizations, contracting out of a function, and anticipated reduction in funding.  We are concerned that selecting officials may consider the temporary and term authorities as alternatives to permanent employment rather than as temporary methods to accomplish work that is truly limited in duration.


Recommended Action
Remind HR staffs and selecting officials to adhere to the intent of temporary and term appointments as defined in Part 316 of 5 CFR.

· NASA uses the Intergovernmental Personnel Act (IPA) mobility program successfully to attain needed expertise from the academic community.  The HR staff members we talked to reported that use of the IPA program has increased during the past two years, and that they anticipate it increasing even more in the future.  The IPA case files we reviewed were well documented and reflected appropriate use of this flexibility.
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NASA’s representation of women and minorities lags behind the governmentwide norm, but their representation in the higher grades (GS-11 to GS-15) is significantly higher than in other agencies.  Individuals we interviewed advised one reason for this situation is that past downsizing efforts resulted in a large portion of white males leaving the NASA workforce.  Chart 2 reflects representation as a percentage of the workforce.  Chart 3 shows representation in grades GS 11-15.
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CHART 3
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· NASA’s FY 2000 Accomplishment Report for Minorities and Women recognizes that its workforce is not representative of America’s diversity.  Because of this, diversity plays a prominent role in NASA’s recruitment efforts.  NASA has an outreach program that educates future employees through partnerships and grants that target minority academic institutions, non-profit educational organizations, and professional societies.  The Centers focus their attention on contacting minority organizations and visiting colleges and universities with diverse populations.  The Centers have used the Student Career Employment Program (SCEP) extensively to promote diversity.  CPDF statistics for FY 2000 show that NASA appointed 221 students and converted 58 students to career or career-conditional appointments using the SCEP authority.  In all, 37 percent of those appointments and conversions were minorities.

· NASA has had only limited success in hiring individuals with disabilities.  During FY 2000, CPDF data shows that the agency appointed three individuals using the excepted handicapped authorities and no individuals using the appointment authority for 30 percent or more disabled veterans.  NASA has developed an ambitious hiring plan in response to the President’s Executive Order that calls for increased employment opportunities for individuals with disabilities.  NASA’s goal is to hire 800 individuals with disabilities over the next five years.    

· Representation of veterans’ preference eligibles in NASA’s workforce was 13 percent at the beginning of FY 2000, compared to 26 percent governmentwide.  We found that recruitment efforts targeted towards veterans varied at the Centers we visited.  While recruitment efforts are understandably focused on locating high-quality candidates, we believe careful targeted recruitment of veteran sources can produce skilled candidates to fill many of the agency’s needs.  These efforts will complement recruitment activities for both minority and disabled populations as well.

Recommended Action


Consider incorporating a nationally-developed strategy to target veterans under the charter of the National Recruitment Team.

· NASA is continually seeking additional hiring flexibilities to fill its vacancies because of the specialized skills needed to fulfill its unique mission.  The agency has several legislative proposals pending that can assist in its endeavors.  OPM is also pursuing several initiatives that should provide agencies with more hiring and compensation flexibilities.  NASA is in the early stages of implementing the Federal Career Intern Program, and some of the Centers plan on using this authority in the upcoming year.  OPM implemented the Student Loan Repayment Program in March 2001, but none of the Centers we visited had pursued this option at the time of our review.

· NASA is increasing its use of other well-established incentives to recruit and retain employees.  We found that the Centers use advanced in-hire rates based on superior qualifications extensively.  The Centers also use recruitment, relocation, and retention incentives (referred to as the “3R’s”), although the retention incentive is used infrequently.  The regulations authorizing use of the 3R’s establish criteria for granting the incentives and require documentation and recordkeeping requirements in order to reconstruct how the criteria were met.  We were unable to reconstruct the rationale used for many of the actions we reviewed.  There was either no documentation or minimal information as to why the Center granted the incentive.  In some cases where an incentive was granted, there appeared to be numerous well-qualified candidates from which to select.  We believe the Centers would benefit from additional guidance on granting and documenting the recruitment incentives.


Recommended Action

Incorporate more detailed guidance into NASA Procedures and Guidelines 3530.1, Pay and Allowances, on when the use of the 3R’s is appropriate and on documenting the basis for granting them.  The criteria are in Part 575 of title 5, Code of Federal Regulations.

· We reviewed the delegated examining units (DEU’s) at each of the Centers we visited.  We found that the DEU’s are operating in compliance with OPM requirements and merit system principles.  We also found that the DEU’s support the public policies on veterans’ preference and the placement of well-qualified surplus and displaced employees.  The problems we found were primarily procedural in nature.  Each of the Centers received a detailed report of findings with recommendations and required actions designed to strengthen their examining programs.

· Kennedy just recently appointed an engineer using the Presidential Management Intern (PMI) Program authority.  The appointee was placed into NASA’s accelerated promotion program for Aerospace Technologists (AST’s).  The intent of the PMI Program is to 

recruit and train for careers in the analysis and management of government policies and programs.  We believe it will be difficult to incorporate this type of training into the AST accelerated promotion program, which is geared toward intense training and development in the technology fields.  In addition, the PMI appointing authority does not authorize accelerated promotions.  OPM’s PMI Program Office is currently exploring the accelerated promotion issue, but it has not reached a decision yet.  


Required Action

Ensure that promotions for PMI participants conform to the regulatory 
requirements in 5 CFR 362.202(d).

Recommended Action

Consider using other appropriate hiring authorities to fill AST positions.

Support Service Contractors

· Like many agencies today, NASA contracts out administrative support functions in order to conserve staffing for mission work.  In addition, NASA often operates in a project team environment, which puts contractor and civil service personnel in close contact.   This often leads to situations in which employment distinctions between civil servants and the contract workers become blurred.  NASA’s OIG reported on the problems associated with using contractors at several of the Centers and provided a number of recommendations to resolve the problems.
  Two of the Centers we visited, Glenn and Goddard, were cited in particular by the OIG as having problems with the use of support service contractors.

· NASA’s response to the OIG report agreed that it is sometimes difficult to distinguish between contractors and civil servants.  The OHRE issued a personnel bulletin in March 2001 reminding the Center Personnel Directors to communicate to the workforce how to properly work with contractor employees.  NASA also agreed to include this subject as a requirement in future technical assistance visits to the Centers.

· Each of the Centers we visited received copies of the OIG report and the March 2001 OHRE bulletin.  Local procurement offices had or were in the process of disseminating information to all organizational unit managers and contract managers delineating specific requirements and prohibited actions.

· The managers, supervisors, HR staffs, and procurement officials we interviewed were well aware of the problems associated with support service contractors.  They are constantly reinforcing to the workforce the necessity to maintain distinctions between

contractors and civil servants.  This long-standing problem requires continual monitoring and training. 

· Individuals we interviewed believe the move to performance-based contracts will resolve some of the problems associated with relationships between contractor and civil service employees.  Performance-based contracts will permit monitoring project progress by the use of metrics rather than the daily side-by-side oversight role now exercised by those overseeing support service contracts.

· It was apparent from our discussions with Center personnel that they are and will continue to be alert to preventing improper supervisory relationships with contractor personnel.  They are aware that the potential for improper relationships continues to exist because of how projects are structured.  They believe that workforce education is the best method to keep the problems to a minimum.


Recommended Actions

Increase efforts to educate and train the workforce on the proper relationship between contractor and civil service personnel.


Include an element in managers' performance plans that holds them accountable for maintaining proper employment distinctions between contractors and civil servants.

APPENDIX A

SUMMARY OF REQUIRED AND RECOMMENDED ACTIONS

REQUIRED ACTION

1. Ensure that promotions for PMI participants conform to the regulatory 
requirements in 5 CFR 362.202(d).

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS

1. Use additional tools like the merit system principles wallet cards and the OPM-produced video, Encounter at Roosevelt Island: A Conversation about Merit System Principles.  By doing so, NASA can maintain its high MSP awareness among supervisors and managers.  
2. Collect and share information about the various accountability and measurement initiatives underway at the Centers.  Strive in particular to link the initiatives to the agency’s overall strategic direction.

3. Collect and share with the Centers practices that have been successful in dealing with poor performers.  Include examples of how performance standards may be improved to hold employees more accountable for achieving organizational goals.
4. Hold supervisors accountable for conducting and documenting performance progress reviews and annual performance appraisals.  This can be done by including a specific element in supervisors’ performance plans or through periodic quality checks.

5. Remind HR staffs that language in vacancy announcements regarding the non-competitive conversion of term appointments to permanent appointments is not appropriate.

6. Remind HR staffs and selecting officials to adhere to the intent of temporary and term appointments as defined in Part 316 of 5 CFR.

7. Consider incorporating a nationally-developed strategy to target veterans under the charter of the National Recruitment Team.

8. Incorporate more detailed guidance into NASA Procedures and Guidelines 3530.1, Pay and Allowances, on when the use of the 3R’s is appropriate and on documenting the basis for granting them.  The criteria are in Part 575 of title 5, Code of Federal Regulations.

9.
Consider using other appropriate hiring authorities to fill AST positions.

10. Increase efforts to educate and train the workforce on the proper relationship between contractor and civil service personnel.

11. Include an element in managers' performance plans that holds them accountable for maintaining proper employment distinctions between contractors and civil servants.

APPENDIX B

ABBREVIATIONS

Abbreviation


Explanation

ADR



Alternative Dispute Resolution

AST



Aerospace Technologist

CFR



Code of Federal Regulations

CMS



Competency Management System

CPARS


Corrective and Preventive Action Reporting System

CPDF



Central Personnel Data File

DEU



Delegated Examining Unit

FY



Fiscal Year

GPES



Goal Performance Evaluation System

HR



Human Resources

HRM



Human Resources Management

IPA



Intergovernmental Personnel Act

MSPQ



Merit System Principles Questionnaire

NASA



National Aeronautics and Space Administration

NIAT



NASA’s Integrated Action Team

OHR



Office of Human Resources

OHRE



Office of Human Resources and Education

OIG



Office of Inspector General

OPM



Office of Personnel Management

PMI



Presidential Management Intern

QSI



Quality Step Increase

SCEP



Student Career Employment Program

STARS


Staffing and Recruitment System

U.S.C.



United States Code  
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�    Office of Inspector General report published March 13, 2001, titled Faster, Better, Cheaper:  Policy, 


      Strategic Planning, and Human Resource Alignment





� Office of Inspector General report published December 27, 2000, titled Agencywide Use of Support Service


  Contractors at NASA, G-00-016
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