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This is in response to the Federal Register / Vol. 70, No. 29 concerning the National Security Personnel System.
I am a civil service worker, GS-12 step 08. I have 23 years in the civil service system. These comments are from my experiences dealing with the existing personnel system, and what I have seen over the 23 years of civil service work.

Under page 7552, column 3 “The Case for Action”, what exactly is this meaning of transformation? For the last ten years the existing civil service system has had to “do more with less” and right now, it is becoming appallingly apparent that we can no longer do more with less. The last ten years of doing more with less has already caused civil servants to achieve a process of working and managing creatively to achieve the work it currently does. It seems like the “transformation” that is referred to has already happened.
Further down the same column you comment that “uniformed personnel and civilians thinks and operates as one cohesive unit” is impossible unless you join the two extremely different systems under one system. The differences in the two missions make it impossible for them to act as a cohesive force. In many instances, the active duty military does not have the proper “slot” or “career field” for the organization that they have been required to supervise.  In order for civil service personnel to qualify for degreed required positions, they must have a degree from an accredited university with a minimum number of hours in specific university courses. This however is not true for the military “slots” and makes for an inherently non-cohesive unit that the NSPS is not addressing.

On page 7553, column one, “At best, the current personnel system is based on….cannot adequately address the 21st century…” statement makes the current system a presumed fact that it cannot adequately address the 21st century issues. Why can it not address the 21st century national security environment? Where is and who did the study to determine this fact? The present system allows for the hiring and firing of civil service personnel. The hiring is not necessarily fast, and neither is the firing, but it can be done. I have seen personnel that needed to be fired, their immediate supervisors doing all the necessary requirements to remove them from service, and then upper management stopping the removal action because they did not want to deal with an EEO complaint or an official grievance. It sounds like management is now tired of having to go through the routine for removal, and they want the ability to remove or hire personnel rapidly with no checks and balances in place. I have also seen supervisors make promises to contractor personnel and other external civil service personnel to give them a position at a higher grade and in a higher position (that I can qualify for) solely because he was part of the “good ole boys”, i.e., he was prior enlisted or in the reserves. So what you are proposing will eventually stymie the civil service system. The “good ole boy” system only allows for “liked” people to receive jobs, and eventually the continuity (which is another focus of civil service) will be lost.
Your following statements further down the paragraph (page 7553, column one) identify the current system as “inflexible, one-size-fits-all system of defining work,…” Why are these inherent weaknesses, and how do these make the support of DoD mission complex, costly, and ultimately risky? More importantly, how is NSPS going to simplify and lessen the risk? What exactly is the current numeric risk factor and how much is NSPS going to improve that factor? Has there been a cost study done to determine if a new personnel system will actually reduce the risk and at what cost? What is the reasonable risk factor for operating in a complex and costly environment and how was that factor calculated?  If I go through the existing personnel system and hire a chemist, I know that I am going to get someone that has enough background knowledge and education to perform the tasks required. If NSPS removes these checks and balances, then how do I know that I am getting someone that can perform the tasks? What guarantees do you have that management will not abuse this system and instead of having a skilled workforce, you will eventually have a rag-tag group of uneducated people trying to figure out how to do their job? Flexibility is already within the current system if used properly. If my supervisor needs me to work in a specific area, then he tells me where to go and work. He does this by creating a position description and/or a job disruption that is for both of our benefits. They are to our benefits because he “puts in writing” what the job consists of, and I therefore know what is expected of the position. If I have the knowledge or ability to perform other tasks outside of my job position and/or description, then there needs to be some way for me personally to document that knowledge, obtain credit for that knowledge or ability, and have the ability to fill a position that requires that knowledge or ability. For instance, I know of one (actually several) individual that did “program management” type of work. She cannot get that into her official records, because even if the Air Force Personnel Center at Randolph AFB states that “Yes, that work would be Program Management work”, her present management will not agree to put it into her official records because from “their viewpoint” it does not qualify for “Program Management” work. It appears that if the civil service system wants to properly use all of the resources and knowledge available from civil service employees, the system would allow civilian employees the latitude to determine their own “destiny” and allow knowledge and abilities to be officially documented.
In the second column, page 7553, you state, “The Department sometimes uses military personnel or…should have been the right answer”. These types of statements only serve to aggravate me! In case you have not been paying attention, and at the risk of being rude, did you tried to establish any civilian position within DoD prior to the Iraqi conflicts? Ok, maybe somehow you were successful with one position…how about two, or even three? This has been impossible since the requirement has been to “downsize” and “Do More with Less!” So, where it would have made more sense to have a civilian working, there are contractors (or military) because DoD did not have and could not get the civilian positions. Does the NSPS allow for the creation of any and all civilian positions without question? How then is NSPS going to be a benefit? How does the Defense Budget going to work with the “pay pools” that NSPS seems to establish? At this point, that money is colored to be for salaries only. Will these pay pools allow for other expenses (i.e., equipment and supplies) with this colored money?
Page 7562 under Performance and Behavior Accountability, I present the following article from a section of small business attitudes: (in blue) (http://www.gosmallbiz.com/fulltext.asp?id=30)

THE ABC MODEL: BEYOND “ATTITUDE”

How to Motivate People - The Team Strategy for Success

THE ABC MODEL: BEYOND “ATTITUDE”

The core of our company’s motivational system is what we call the “ABC Model” of human behavior.  It consists of three basic elements: Antecedents, Behavior, and Consequences.  Notice that we define a Behavior as anything that people say or do; that Antecedents precede Behaviors, or get the Behaviors started; and that Consequences are what happen as a result of the Behaviors performed.

In the classic rat experiments of the early behaviorists, this model was very much in evidence.  In one of these experiments, Skinner taught a rat to push a lever by providing it with food every time it did so.  The original Antecedent here may have been the rat’s accidental brushing against the lever, or it may have been the rodent’s curiosity.  For whatever reason the animal performed the particular Behavior of lever-pushing, though, it was immediately rewarded with food – the Consequence of the Behavior.  Once it was rewarded several times, the rat made the connection between lever-pushing and eating, and continued to perform the Behavior, so it would continue to reap the reward.  It had learned a previously unknown Behavior because that Behavior made a difference in its life.

Similar cause-and-effect experiments were performed with variations many times, not just on rats, but on various higher species, including humans. The critical variable in all these experiments was the Consequences, and the critical discovery was this:  By controlling the Consequences of a Behavior, you could change the Behavior itself.  This relates to what I have said before:  people don’t change their behavior unless it makes a difference to them to do so.  So, if you want a rat to push a lever, make a difference to him by giving him food when he does.  If you want him to stop pushing it, follow the lever-pushing with an electric shock.  It may not be elegant, but it works.

This discovery – that you could alter behavior by altering its apparent effects – not only revolutionized psychiatry in the 1930’s; it also has had a profound effect on the way motivation is managed, on the playing field, in the work place, indeed everywhere.  The shocking lesson of Watson’s and Skinner’s experiments was that, if you wanted to change (improve) a person’s performance in a given area, you didn’t have to know the “real” or “ultimate” reason behind his current performance:  that is, you didn’t have to know why he behaved as he did.  Without knowing anything at all about “unresolved Oedipal conflicts” or a person’s love life, you could alter the Behavior simply by modifying the Consequences.

A lot of people didn’t want to hear that.  The news angered the psychiatrists, for example, since they were accustomed to charging forty bucks a pop for therapy sessions designed specifically to uncover “why” a given set of Behaviors was performed.  It didn’t tickle the humanists either.  They didn’t like the idea that humans were merely “talking rats,” and they didn’t think that psychology should confine itself to mere “manipulation” of its subjects.

We see this resistance to “manipulation” all the time in our seminars. And we see vestiges of the old-fashioned, “searching for the Soul” approach to psychology, too.  Only the managers we teach don’t talk about Mind or the Soul.  They talk about internal make-up or personality. Usually they call it “attitude.”

In teaching our system of motivation, we usually begin by asking the group members, “What do you think makes your best workers perform as they do?” and, “What makes the worst ones perform badly?”  The answers are always revealing.  Almost without exception, the managers focus not on things that they could do to influence the behavior of their people (that is, on the Consequences they could introduce for good or bad performance), but on the workers’ own internal state – the “why” that “makes” them act the way they do.

For example, when asked to define what makes the people on their most productive shift so good, plant managers consistently say things like this:  “They’ve got the right attitude,” “They’ve got pride in their work,” “They care about the company,” and “They’ve just got a lot of initiative.”  Asked to identify why the slow shift remains slow, they say: “That’s just a lazy line.”  “They don’t pay attention to what they’re doing,” and, “Just a bad attitude all around.”

Explaining things by referring to an “attitude” that is impervious to management control is both the most common and the most aggravating “explanation” that managers give for why a certain level of performance is not happening.  It’s an easy copout that shifts responsibility off the manager’s shoulders and identifies some tenuous but immovable “force” as the reason his people won’t perform.  “It’s not my fault,” the hidden message reads.  “These guys are just bad seeds.”  (In other words, they’re just “evil” because they won’t learn on their own which are the right levers to push).

Anybody who has ever played on a sports team and has seen the dramatic effect that good coaching can have knows that this is nonsense.  In professional sports especially, most teams today are pretty equally matched:  there’s very little difference in the “talent levels” of the players on a first-ranked team and those on a team in the middle.  The difference is in the quality of coaching – which is to say, the quality of “people management.”  Invariably in high-level sports, the most successful teams are the ones whose coaches are most skilled in “manipulating” their people toward the kind of Behaviors that win games.  Exactly the same principle applies in business, and in every other situation where learning creatures (like people), not robots, are involved.  So the manager who complains that his people “just won’t get cracking” is really saying that he doesn’t know how to turn them on.  And – here’s a news flash for you – the one who can’t explain why his best people are doing so well is in the same boat, or soon will be.  If the only clue you have to why your people perform is that will-o’-the-wisp, their “attitude,” sooner or later that attitude is going to go “bad.”  Because it’s not something you can control.

Because focusing on internal attitudes always leads to a management dead end, we advise the managers who attend our programs to focus on externals instead.  Forget about your people’s “ultimate causes” and “real” mental states, we say.  You can’t change those things anyway, no matter how hard you plead or preach.  What you can change is their external behavior.  And you do that by manipulating Consequences.  That’s the “ultimate cause” of all good motivation.
The questions are thus: Where is the study that DoD personnel are not rated on their poor behavior? It seems like the real problem is accountability within middle management to be excellent coaches, and to encourage, motivate, and track behavior “attitudes” and deal with these accordingly. What does this have to do with the merit system and “rating” employees on performance? Why is it the employee’s fault for an attitude problem whenever it is management’s responsibility to lead, guide, and encourage team work and success?
It looks like the problem is NOT totally a personnel system problem, but a personnel resource problem. The average entry pay for civil service is not in line with the private sector. The incentives for the civil service employees are very far and few. I do not see the NSPS as solving either of these problems. Although the current process is tedious and at times labor intensive, if there is a “real” need to hire civil service personnel, it can be rapidly accomplished, as well as firing civil service personnel. What is difficult is to offer incentives for civilians so they may be “coached” into performing accountable, reliable, first-rate teamwork and products.
