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PERFORMANCE APPRAISAL SYSTEM PROCEDURES



PURPOSE. This handbook contains mandatory requirements for VA's performance appraisal policy, including the framework and parameters under which separate organizational performance appraisal programs may be developed. 



2. DEFINITIONS



a. Appraisal. The process under which performance is reviewed and evaluated.



b. Appraisal Cycle. The specific dates that mark the beginning and ending of an appraisal period. Appraisal cycles may be either fixed or staggered.



c. Appraisal Period. The established period of time for which performance will be reviewed and a rating of record will be prepared.



d. Appraisal Program. The specific procedures and requirements established under the policies and parameters of the Department's appraisal system.



e. Appraisal System. The Department-wide framework of policies and parameters established for the administration of appraisal programs under 5 U.S.C. chapter 43, subchapter I, and 5 CFR part 430.



f. Approval Official. The official at a higher management level than the Rater who may review and approve recommended ratings of record at the end of the appraisal period and is required to do so when the recommended rating of record is Unacceptable. The Secretary is the only official who can serve as both the rater and approval official for an Unacceptable rating of record.



g. Days. Calendar days, unless otherwise specified.



h. Element. A component of a position sufficiently important to warrant appraisal.



(1) Critical Element. A work assignment or responsibility of such importance that unacceptable performance on the element would result in a determination that an employee's overall performance is unacceptable. Critical elements must be used in assigning a summary level.



(2) Noncritical Element. A dimension or aspect of individual, team or organizational perform-ance, exclusive of a critical element, that is used in assigning a summary level. Such elements may include, but are not limited to, objectives, goals, program plans, work plans, and other means of expressing expected performance. Noncritical elements, if used, must be used in deriving a summary level.



(3)  Additional Element. A dimension or aspect of individual, team or organizational performance that is not used in assigning a summary level but, like critical and noncritical elements, is useful for purposes such as communicating performance expectations and serving as the basis for granting awards. Such elements could be used as a means of communicating expected performance where the performance threshold is beyond the employee's immediate control in areas such as attainment of 
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organizational goals, work plans, work objectives or program plans. Such elements may also be used to provide developmental feedback to an employee or in assessing progress in completing an Individual Development Plan.



i. Minimum Appraisal Period. The 90 or more calendar day period of time during which an employee must have operated under performance elements and standards and for which the employee may receive a performance rating.



j. Performance Plan. All of the written or otherwise recorded performance elements that set forth expected performance. A plan must include all critical and noncritical (if used) elements and their performance standards and may also include additional elements.



k. Performance Rating. The written or otherwise recorded appraisal of the performance compared to the performance standard(s) for each critical and noncritical element on which there has been an opportunity to perform for the minimum period. A performance rating may include assignment of a summary level.



l. Performance Standard. The management-approved expression of the performance threshold(s), requirement(s) or expectation(s) that must be met to be appraised at a particular level of performance. A performance standard may include, but is not limited to, quality, quantity, timeliness and manner of performance.



m. Progress Review. Communication with the employee one or more times during the appraisal period about performance compared to the performance standards of critical and noncritical elements.



n. Rater. The individual(s) responsible for developing performance plans, appraising performance, recommending performance ratings, and approving performance ratings that are above Unacceptable and that are not otherwise subject to review by an approval official.



o. Rating of Record. The performance rating prepared at the end of an appraisal period for performance over the entire period and the assignment of a summary level. This constitutes the official rating of record.



p. Summary Level. The record of the appraisal of each critical and noncritical element and the assignment of an overall rating level. 



3. COVERAGE. This policy applies to the following VA employees:



a. General Schedule employees, including employees covered by the Performance Management and Recognition System Termination Act of 1993.



b. Federal Wage System employees.



c. Scientific and professional (Senior level) employees paid under 5 U.S.C. 5376.



d.  Licensed physical therapists, registered or certified respiratory therapists, licensed practical or vocational nurses, pharmacists, and occupational therapists appointed under 38 U.S.C. 7401(3) or 7405.
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e. Nonappropriated fund Veterans Canteen Service employees appointed under 38 U.S.C. chapter 78.



f. Temporary and term employees, except as specifically excluded.



4. EXCLUSIONS



a. Officers appointed by the President by and with the advice and consent of the Senate, or by the President alone, to positions for which rates of basic compensation may exceed the maximum rate provided in the General Schedule.



b. Employees in the Senior Executive Service.



c. Physicians, dentists, nurses, and other employees in the Veterans Health Administration whose pay is fixed under 38 U.S.C. chapter 74. (See MP-5, part II, chapter 6.)



d. Employees in the Veterans Health Administration appointed under 38 U.S.C. chapter 73.



e. Non-U.S. citizens employed at the VA Regional Office, Manila, Republic of the Philippines, who are paid according to local prevailing wage rates. (See MP-5, part I, chapter 534.) 



f. Temporary employees in the excepted service for which employment is not reasonably expected to exceed 90 days in a 12-month period.



g. Members of the Board of Veterans' Appeals.



h. Members of the Board of Contract Appeals.



5. GENERAL PROVISIONS



a. This handbook contains the requirements of VA's performance appraisal system as well as the policies and parameters for the administration of performance appraisal in VA. Under this system, authority is delegated to Administration heads, Assistant Secretaries and other key officials to establish separate performance appraisal programs that contain specific procedures and requirements under which employees may be appraised. This authority may be redelegated.



b. Performance appraisal programs developed under this system must conform to statutory, regulatory and system provisions.



c. Summary levels shall be used to provide consistency in describing ratings of record in performance appraisal programs developed under this system as follows: 



Level Designator�Rating

Descriptor�Level of Performance�Order��Level 5��Two levels above Level 3 �Highest��Level 4��One level above Level 3 ���Level 3��Fully successful or equivalent ���Level 2��One level below Level 3 ���Level 1�Unacceptable�Two levels below Level 3 �Lowest��NOTE: Descriptors for Levels 2 through 5 are discretionary. If the descriptor "Outstanding" is used, it may only be used to identify a Level 5 rating. 
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d. Two to five summary levels are permitted in appraisal programs.



(1) All programs are required to include a Level 1 (Unacceptable) and Level 3 summary level.



Each program developed must use one of the summary level patterns provided below.



Number of Summary Levels in Program��Summary Level Designator������Pattern

Identifier�����Level 1

Unacceptable�Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 ���Level 5����Two ��X��X����A��Three �Option 1 �X��X���X�B���Option 2 �X��X�X���C���Option 3 �X�X�X����D��Four �Option 1 �X��X�X��X�E���Option 2 �X�X�X���X�F���Option 3 �X�X�X�X���G��Five ��X�X�X�X��X�H��

e. Two to five rating levels are permitted for elements in appraisal programs. All appraisal programs are required to include an Unacceptable and Fully Successful or equivalent rating level.



f. The performance appraisal period shall generally be designated on an annual basis. The appraisal period for certain employees, groups or teams may be as long as 24 months if work assignments and responsibilities so warrant or when performance management objectives can be achieved more effectively.



g. The performance appraisal system established herein will be evaluated by the Office of Human Resources Management periodically and results of the evaluation will be provided to Administration heads, Assistant Secretaries and other key officials.



h. Organizations are encouraged to involve employees and their representatives in full partnership in the development and implementation of performance appraisal programs.



i. Employees will continue to be covered under VA's OPM-approved performance management plan (MP-5, part I, chapter 430) until they are brought under coverage by an organizational performance appraisal program authorized by this system.



j. No provision of this system shall be applied in any way as to affect any administrative action initiated prior to the effective date of this system.



6. PLANNING PERFORMANCE



a. A written or otherwise recorded performance plan for each employee will be developed based on the requirements of the employee's position.



(1)  Involvement of employees and employee representatives in the development of performance plans is encouraged. 
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(2) Whenever possible, performance plans should be established in conjunction with preparation and classification of new positions.



(3) Each performance plan must include all elements that will be used in deriving and assigning a summary level (critical and noncritical).



(4) Additional elements may be included in performance plans but are not required.



b. Performance plans must contain at least one critical element that addresses individual performance. 



(1) Critical elements may only be used to rate individual performance and/or an individual employee's contribution to a group or team effort.



(2) Performance standards must be defined at the Fully Successful or equivalent level for each critical element and may also be defined at other levels.



c. Noncritical and additional elements, if used, may address individual performance, and/or may address group, team, and organizational goals.



(1) Performance standards must be established for noncritical elements at appropriate level(s).



(2) Noncritical and additional elements may be appraised at different, more or fewer level(s) than critical elements.



d. Performance plans must support organizational objectives and be linked to overall program results.



e. Performance standards should be challenging, yet realistic and attainable, and sufficient to permit accurate measurement of the employee's performance. In addition, performance standards should be described in terms that promote a general understanding of their meaning and intent.



f. When a performance plan needs to be changed during the appraisal period due to changes in work assignments, achievement of group or team objectives, or other circumstances that render existing standards inappropriate, the employee and employee representative should be involved in revising and/or redefining element(s) and standard(s).



g. Raters will ensure each employee is provided a performance plan and will obtain the employee's written or otherwise recorded acknowledgement of receipt:



(1) As soon as possible after the beginning of each appraisal period, but not later than 90 days from the beginning of the appraisal period.



(2) Not more than 90 days after an employee is appointed to a position, is promoted, demoted or reassigned to a different position.



When a performance plan is changed.
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7. MONITORING PERFORMANCE



a. The minimum period during which an employee must operate under performance elements and standards to receive a performance rating is 90 calendar days.



b. Ongoing communication throughout the appraisal period between the Rater and employee about the employee's performance is strongly encouraged. Raters and employees mutually share responsibility for initiating communication about actual performance.



(1) The Rater must hold one or more progress reviews for each employee during the appraisal period. During the progress review, the Rater must inform each employee whether their level of performance is Fully Successful or equivalent or better, or is less than Fully Successful or equivalent, by comparing actual performance against performance elements and standards established in their performance plan. 



(2) Additional formal progress reviews or informal communication about an employee's progress in meeting performance standards are encouraged and may be conducted as appropriate. 



c. Raters are required to assist employees whose performance is less than Fully Successful or equivalent. 



(1) A memorandum will be prepared for employees whose performance is less than Fully Successful or equivalent in a noncritical element explaining how their performance is less than Fully Successful or equivalent and what specific assistance will be provided to assist them in improving their performance. 



(2) Employees whose performance is Unacceptable in one or more critical elements must be notified in writing and given a reasonable opportunity to demonstrate acceptable performance. 



(a) Employees who improve their performance to an acceptable level during the opportunity period must sustain acceptable performance in the critical element(s) on which they were provided an opportunity to improve for 1 year from the beginning of the opportunity period. Should their performance again become unacceptable in one or more of these critical elements, a performance-based adverse action or other alternative action may be proposed without the benefit of an additional opportunity to improve.



(b) Unless reassigned, employees whose performance is determined Unacceptable at the conclusion of the opportunity period shall be reduced in grade or removed.



8. APPRAISING PERFORMANCE



a. As soon as possible after the end of the appraisal period, a written or otherwise recorded rating of record shall be prepared and given to each employee.



b.  Raters may consider feedback from multiple sources, including customers, peers or other appropriate sources, and may also consider improvements in efficiency, productivity, timeliness, quality of work or service, accomplishment of goals, as well as any other relevant information in appraising performance. 
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c. Performance may be determined to be at a rating level that has no established performance standard if it is provided for in a performance appraisal program.



d. Additional performance elements may not be used in deriving a summary level.



e. Higher level approval is required for an Unacceptable rating of record.



9. REWARDING PERFORMANCE. Eligibility for performance awards may be linked to an employee's rating of record or criteria other than an employee's rating of record. Eligibility for quality step increases and special advancements for performance based on a rating of record under an appraisal program that does not include a Level 5 summary level will be determined by criteria developed by each VA organization that establishes such a performance appraisal program under this system. 



10. REQUIREMENTS FOR PERFORMANCE APPRAISAL PROGRAMS. Performance appraisal programs established under this system must be documented in writing and must: 



a. Provide that employees will continue to be covered under VA's OPM-approved performance management plan (MP-5, part I, chapter 430) until they are brought under coverage by an organizational performance appraisal program authorized by this system.



b. Provide that no provision of the program shall be applied in any way as to affect any administrative action initiated prior to the effective date of this program. 



c. Specify the employees covered by the program.



d. Identify the effective date of the performance appraisal program.



e. Define the length of the appraisal period.



f. Define or describe the beginning and ending dates of the appraisal cycle.



g. Encourage employee and employee representative participation in establishing performance plans. 



h. Include a requirement to provide a performance plan to each employee within 90 days of the beginning of each appraisal period that includes at least one critical element. 



i. Require inclusion of performance standards that are linked to organizational goals and objectives, as well as initiatives, in the performance plans of all employees. 



j. Require inclusion of performance standards that support customer service goals in the performance plans of all employees.



k. Provide for a minimum period of 90 calendar days before performance can be rated.



l.  State the number of summary levels that the program will use and identify the summary level pattern that will be used.
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m. Identify the summary levels that may be used by level designators (Level 1 through Level 5) and assign descriptors for each.



n. State the number of rating levels that the program will use for elements and identify descriptors for each.



o. Require establishment of performance standards at the Fully Successful or equivalent level for each critical element and may permit establishment at other levels. 



p. Require establishment of performance standards at appropriate level(s) for each noncritical element, if used.



q. Provide for conducting one or more progress reviews.



r. Describe methods for appraising each element in the performance plan during the appraisal 

period unless insufficient opportunity has been provided to demonstrate performance on the element. 



s. Describe the method that will be used in deriving a summary level based on appraisal of performance on critical elements and, if used, noncritical elements.



(1) Must require assignment of an Unacceptable (Level 1) summary level if and only if performance on one or more critical elements is appraised as Unacceptable.



(2) Must not permit assignment of an Unacceptable (Level 1) summary level in consideration of noncritical elements.



t. Require higher level review and approval of an Unacceptable (Level 1) rating of record.



u. Establish criteria and procedures to address performance of employees who are on detail, who are transferred, and for other special circumstances, and may require a performance rating.



v. Provide for assisting employees in improving less than Fully Successful or equivalent performance. 



w. Provide for taking action based on Unacceptable performance.



x. Require a written or otherwise recorded rating of record after the end of the appraisal period.



y. Identify the number of days from the end of the rating period within which an employee must receive a rating of record.



z. Require extension of the rating period when a rating of record cannot be prepared at the time specified and must require preparation of a rating of record once conditions necessary are met.



aa. Prohibit lowering the rating of record or performance rating of a disabled veteran because of absence from work to seek medical treatment as provided in Executive Order 5396.



bb.  Provide for training Raters and employees about relevant parts of the appraisal system and program with appropriate technical assistance.
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cc. Provide for periodic evaluation of the performance appraisal program.



dd. Use a Department-wide appraisal form(s).



ee. Provide either for use of the Department-wide grievance procedures for employees not covered by a negotiated grievance procedure or provide for a locally established alternative dispute resolution process, but not both.



ff. Prohibit the forced distribution of performance ratings.



gg. Identify any other requirements/prohibitions at the discretion of the organization.



11. GRIEVANCE PROCEDURE. These procedures apply to performance ratings that are not covered by a negotiated procedure. An employee who is dissatisfied with an assigned performance rating may grieve the rating and/or elements at issue using this procedure or a locally established alternative dispute resolution process, but not both.



a. Informal Grievance Procedure 



(1) Consistent with the principle that grievances should be resolved at the lowest level possible, an employee who is dissatisfied with an assigned performance rating may grieve the rating and/or elements at issue to the Approval Official (if used), otherwise to the Rater, within 15 calendar days after receipt of the rating. The employee and employee representative, if any, will be provided the opportunity to explain the grievance. 



(2) After exploring the grievance, the official to whom the matter was grieved should provide a written answer to the employee, through his or her representative, if any, within 10 calendar days. The response will include the decision on the grievance and supporting reasons. The response will also include the employee's right to present a formal grievance.



b. Formal Grievance Procedure



(1) If the employee is not satisfied with the answer at the informal stage, within 10 calendar days from receipt of the informal response, the employee may present the grievance in writing, through supervisory channels, to the management official at the next higher level in the organization.



(a) The formal grievance will contain the date of the performance rating, the elements at issue and the reasons for seeking reconsideration for each element at issue, the performance rating desired and the decision at the informal stage.



(b)  A grievance file will be established that will contain a copy of the performance rating, a copy of the formal grievance, a copy of the informal decision and related documentation, and any additional information that is appropriate for consideration in making a decision based on the record, but not any document that is not available to the employee and/or the employee's representative for review. 
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(2) The grievance file will be forwarded to the appropriate official to consider the grievance for a decision based on the record. A written decision will be forwarded through channels to the employee, through his or her representative, if any, usually within 10 work days. 



(a) If the performance rating or narrative justification on the appraisal is changed as a result of the decision, all official records will be amended or reissued. 



If the rating of record is changed as a result of the decision, related performance award actions, if any, and within-grade increase actions should be reviewed accordingly.






