Peoplense — Article Report | peoplense.com

OPM’s new performance management rules are (mostly) spot
on - Government Executive

Source: gnews-performance-management | Published: June 23, 2025 | PMS Relevance: PMS CORE | Type:
Opinion/Commentary | Geography: United States

Source URL: https://news.google.com/rss/articles/CBMipgFBVV95cUxORDhTMUQOalFURNFnX0x0TGhBc2t

Executive Summary

This commentary addresses the Office of Personnel Management's newly issued performance
management requirements for federal agencies, evaluating their merits and limitations from the
perspective of a former senior federal HR executive. The author argues that the new rules represent a net
positive — particularly in banning pass-fail rating systems and targeting ratings inflation — but raises
concerns about their prescriptive, one-size-fits-all character that may limit agency-level flexibility. Key
evidence drawn upon includes the author's own career experience, references to the Government
Accountability Office's observations on federal pay automaticity, the structural limitations of the General
Schedule pay system, and equity theory as a motivational framework. The author also engages with
criticism from an anonymous HR director cited in a Government Executive news article, rebutting concerns
about RIF implications while conceding the systemic problem of disconnected pay consequences. The
commentary concludes that OPM's rules merit qualified endorsement, provided political partisanship is
removed, forced rating distributions are avoided, and agency-specific systems with equivalent rigor are
permitted.

Key Insights

1. Pass-fail performance rating systems have proliferated in the federal government and are criticized
for allowing managers to avoid making meaningful distinctions in employee performance, with
near-universal pass rates undermining accountability.

2. The General Schedule pay system's seniority-based structure — where compensation advances
primarily through time-in-grade rather than performance — structurally undermines the motivational
impact of performance distinctions.

3. Equity theory is invoked to argue that when high-performing employees observe peers advancing
without differentiated recognition, they may reduce their own effort, contributing to a culture of
mediocrity in federal agencies.

Practical Takeaways

* OPM's new rules are framed by the author as establishing a governmentwide performance
management floor, which could bring minimum rigor to agencies that have allowed the process to
become a low-stakes formality.

» The author identifies a gap between performance evaluation rigor and pay/retention consequences,
noting that without structural reforms to compensation systems, performance distinctions may remain
largely symbolic.
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Frameworks Mentioned

Equity Theory — A motivational framework referenced by the author to explain how employees adjust
their work effort based on perceived fairness relative to co-workers' inputs and rewards.

Critical Analysis

Strengths: The author brings firsthand senior federal HR experience across multiple major agencies,
lending credibility and contextual depth rarely available in academic treatments of federal PMS. The
commentary engages honestly with counterarguments and acknowledges systemic constraints.
Limitations: This is opinion, not research — no empirical data is presented to substantiate claims about
ratings inflation prevalence, employee preferences for differentiated ratings, or the behavioral predictions
derived from equity theory. The author's explicit normative stance ('I'm old school,' 'naively optimistic’)
signals advocacy rather than neutral analysis. The reference to 'DOGE carnage' and political concerns,
while flagged as a limitation in the article itself, introduces a partisan context not fully explored. The
anonymous HR director's critique is engaged but not fully developed. The author's prior role as Federal
Salary Council chair and OPM associate director creates a potential conflict of interest when evaluating
OPM's institutional authority.

Organizational Practice

The article describes federal agency performance management practices including widespread use of
pass-fail rating systems, inflation of annual performance ratings, seniority-based pay progression under
the General Schedule, near-automatic retention of non-probationary employees, and limited use of
performance distinctions in Reduction in Force (RIF) decisions. It also references DOD Acquisition and
Lab Demonstration Projects as exceptions where performance distinctions carry real consequences.

Strategic Implications

The article highlights a structural tension in public sector PMS between legislative pay frameworks and the
motivational logic of performance differentiation — suggesting that PMS reforms at the policy level may
have limited impact absent parallel changes to compensation architecture. The framing of OPM's rules as
a 'floor' rather than a ceiling implies room for agency-level variation, which may become a point of
contention in implementation. The commentary also signals that RIF processes and retention decisions
are emerging as pressure points where performance data quality will have material organizational
consequences.
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