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Executive Summary

This article reports on the Office of Personnel Management's formal proposal to implement forced
distribution of performance ratings across the federal workforce of over 2 million employees. OPM seeks to
address what it views as rating inflation, citing data showing nearly two-thirds of non-SES employees
received top ratings (4 or 5) while only 0.6% received below-average ratings. The proposal would allow
agencies to set quotas on top performance ratings, reduce the rating scale from five to four levels, and
eliminate current protections against forced distribution systems. Agency representatives reportedly
provided near-universal criticism during internal review, warning the system would decrease performance
and undermine merit principles. OPM made minimal changes to address these concerns, adding
suggestions for emphasizing teamwork in performance plans and noting compliance with civil rights laws.
The estimated implementation cost increased from $200,000 to $3.5 million between drafts.

Key Insights

1. Federal performance ratings show extreme positive skew with 99% receiving 'fully successful' or
higher ratings according to GAO data

2. OPM's cited research actually demonstrates that forced distribution systems show initial
performance gains followed by sharp declines due to demotivation

3. Agency representatives across government provided nearly universal opposition during internal
review process

Practical Takeaways

* Organizations implementing forced distribution may see short-term performance improvements
followed by longer-term decreases

* Rating inflation appears widespread in federal workforce with potential accountability gaps for poor
performers

Critical Analysis

The article provides thorough documentation of policy changes and stakeholder feedback. However, it
reveals a significant research gap - OPM cites a 2010 Management Science study to support forced
distribution, but the article notes this same study found performance declines following initial
improvements. The piece lacks independent expert analysis and relies heavily on OPM's framing. The
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reversal of agency comments raises questions about political pressure in the review process.

Organizational Practice

Federal agencies currently use five-point performance rating scales with 99% of employees receiving ‘fully
successful' or higher ratings. The proposed system would implement quotas on top ratings and reduce the
scale to four levels.

Strategic Implications

The proposal represents a fundamental shift from merit-based to quota-based performance management
in the largest employer in the United States. Research suggests such systems may produce initial
performance gains but longer-term motivation and collaboration challenges.
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