To Whom It May Concern:

My comments on NSPS are as follows:

“Transformation is more than acquiring new equipment and embracing new technology—it is the process of working  and managing creatively to achieve real results.”

But most important are those tangible, transformed, results so let’s concentrate first on quantifying those results and understanding what success is. What’s the end in mind, regardless of the HR process used to get there?

“To transform the way DoD achieves its mission, it must transform the way it leads and manages the people who develop, acquire, and maintain our Nation’s defense capability.”

We must assume that in this new world that requires us to transform, that DoD’s mission is changing too at all but the highest, most abstract levels – ie “protect the U.S.” So what are these exact changes? Is the QDR still the GPRA required annual performance plan? Is the number of Wings, Division and MEFs still measures? 
“The Department must seek to develop new capabilities to meet tomorrow’s threats as well as those of today. NSPS is  a key pillar in the Department of Defense’s transformation—a new way to manage its civilian workforce.”
So what exactly are required new capabilities? (beyond just being “more flexible”.) How do they rank in importance? New ways of conducting overhead operations will not transform DoD.

“At best, the current personnel system is based on 20th century assumptions about the nature of public service and cannot adequately address the 21st century national security environment.”
What about the military personnel system? They are much more profoundly impacted by the changing nature of warfare, and yet apparently are getting by with their 20th century system.

“Although the current Federal personnel management system is based on important core principles, those principles are  operationalized in an inflexible, one-size-fits-all system of defining work, hiring staff, managing people, assessing and  rewarding performance, and advancing personnel.”
This is simply not true. There are tools in place for the above that are just not used by managers now. Why expect a change?

“Currently, pay and the movement of personnel are pegged to outdated, narrowly defined work definitions, hiring  processes are cumbersome, high performers and low performers are paid alike, and the labor system encourages a  dispute-oriented, adversarial relationship between management and labor.”
Again, the tools are in place. Managers’ incompetence or resistance to use them will not change under a new system (if anything, a “new’ system will make it harder since it will require training.) You cannot force a “system” to properly manage, only people can and they apparently currently are not. Change the people first, not the system. Position descriptions can be as broad or detailed as you want.

“A more flexible, mission-driven system of human resources management that retains those core principles will provide a more cohesive total force.”
So clarify and quantify the mission first so that it can indeed by “mission driven.”

“NSPS is designed to promote a performance culture in which the performance and contributions of the DoD civilian  workforce are more fully recognized and rewarded.”
Simply demanding that we “transform” and “perform” will not do it.

“As the Department moves away from the General Schedule system, it will become more competitive in setting salaries  and it will be able to adjust salaries based on various factors, including labor market conditions, performance, and  changes in duties.”
So why the constant battle for pay parity for civil servants?

“The Department sometimes uses military personnel or contractors when civilian employees could have and should  have been the right answer.”

But also because of inflexible “headquarters” head count rules.

“DoD leadership will ensure that supervisors and employees understand the new system and can function effectively within it.”
Even though we don’t understand the current one? What’s the training budget going to be? Will it be fenced money that is required to be spent on training?

“Those KPPs are summarized below: 

High Performing: Employees/ supervisors are compensated/retained based on performance/contribution to mission;”
With a pass/fail mentality? What should come first? Understanding and changing why this did not occur under the old system or just developing another system and relying on hope again?

“All DoD employees currently covered by the classification and pay systems established under chapter 51 or 53 of title  5, U.S. Code,”
Which no doubt excludes our most senior leadership, political appointees and elected officials – from whom we get our marching orders. What is the Secretary of Defense’s performance goals? When will we see numbers on elected officials (who are nearly guaranteed re-election if they are SILENT on the ratio of campaign promises fulfilled to made measure.) The same reasons that this is inappropriate is true for civil servants who are supposed to have a similar special trust and confidence. We do the best we can in a fast, changing dynamic world that is not conducive to performance measures. What’s the measure for Iraq? 

“The new classification system for DoD will result in a streamlined method of classifying positions that no longer relies  on lengthy classification standards and position descriptions.”
Now they’re lengthy? At the beginning they were “narrowly defined”.

“In accordance with the NSPS law, to the maximum extent practicable, for fiscal years 2004 through 2008, the aggregate amount allocated for compensation of DoD civilian employees under NSPS will not be less than if they had  not been converted to the NSPS.”
What’s practicable?

“The formula will ensure that, to the maximum extent practicable, in the aggregate, employees are not disadvantaged in  the overall amount of pay available as a result of conversion to the NSPS,”
Again, what’s practicable? Is it practicable to appropriate as much given Congress’ other requirements and desires? If the answer is no already, then don’t mislead.

“In keeping with the desire of the Secretary and the Director to achieve and sustain a culture of high performance, the  proposed regulations provide that these pay adjustments will  not be provided to employees with an  unacceptable  performance rating.”
But since virtually no one receives an “unacceptable” rating, how does this change anything?

“The NSPS pay system will be a performance-based pay system that will result in a distribution of pay raises and bonuses based upon individual performance, individual contribution, organizational performance, team  performance,  or a combination of those elements.”
More accurately, “The NSPS pay system IS SUPPOSED TO BE a performance based pay system….” just like we are supposed to get “equal pay for equal work” right now. The same dynamic that prevents this now, will continue to do so in the future under any new “system.”

“DoD implementing issuances will define the specific methodologies and practices that will be used in the Department. DoD expects to use a methodology”

The devil is always in the details. Let’s see it first!

“This example illustrates a five-level rating methodology…” 

What is the current plan for when everyone is a “5”,  like everyone used to be “outstanding” on the military side, or “acceptable” now?

“Each pay pool will be managed by a pay pool manager in concert with appropriate management officials. The pay  pool manager is the individual charged with the overall responsibility for rating determinations and  distribution of the payout funds in a given pay pool.
“Pay pool” managers must be in the chain of command of the actual managers for the employees concerned and NOT some isolated HR rep. “Pay pool” managers need to be the real “managers” who are responsible for the supposed mission that is driving this “mission-focused”, flexible system.

“The current performance management system is burdensome because of its actual and/or perceived inflexibility and strict adherence to written elements and standards established at the beginning of a rating cycle.”
“Perceived”?? So how about correcting the misconception versus developing an entire new system, that may develop the same (or unknown and different) misconception?

“DoD has determined that conduct and behavior affecting performance outcomes (actions, attitude, manner of  completion, and/or conduct or professional demeanor) should be a tracked and measured aspect of an employee’s  performance.
It is very difficult to try to have a “performance-based” system, tied to concrete measures of mission performance and a trait based, “behavior” system that is SUPPOSED to affect performance. If you are managing off of actual performance, what does it matter to try to nail down specific behaviors that do or not contribute? If you are indeed effectively rewarding and punishing performance, then the behaviors will follow. Unfortunately, we do not now, nor probably will measure mission performance well (and certainly not well enough to discriminate employee contributions) so the system devolves into whether or not you are “behaving” well as determined by people who may not even be in the same system and ultimately by people not covered by the same ethics laws that we are (ie Congressmen.) How is it possible that a civil servant is mis-behaving if he accepts gifts of travel from a contractor but Congressmen can be flown around the world by lobbyists? It seems like “behavior” is a squishy standard – let’s stick to performance.

“Supervisors and managers must make meaningful behavior and performance distinctions in support of DoD’s new  performance-based pay system, as well as identifying and  addressing unacceptable performance and misconduct.”
Since most don’t now, doesn’t this put NSPS at risk?

“However, a performance management system is only as effective as its implementation and administration. To that  end, DoD is committed to providing its employees, supervisors, and managers with extensive training on the new performance management system and its relationship to other HR policies and programs.”
Training isn’t the biggest problem. What are we going to do to change the values the perpetuate all of the current ills?

“Supervisors and managers must establish performance expectations and communicate them to employees. Performance expectations must align with and support the DoD mission and goals.”
Right, as they should now. So the belief is that now they will because the new “system” says so? But surely there are rules now too…

“Supervisors will involve employees in the planning process to the maximum extent practicable. In so doing employees  will better understand the goals of the organization, what needs to be done, why it needs to be done, and how well it  should be done.”
What is practicable? This should be the cornerstone of the entire plan.
“Over time, there should be individual distinctions based on performance, and high performers should receive more pay  than average or low performers.”
If we couldn’t get “equal work for equal pay” down, why expect “equal performance for equal pay” ? This will be a lot harder.

Thankyou for asking for my comments,

A concerned civil servant

