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PERFORMANCE PLANS - ABSOLUTE PERFORMANCE STANDARDS

Effective 1 Jul 99, the Department of the Air Force implemented a > two-level performance rating system.  The new system also eliminated the use of non-critical performance elements.   Performance plans should avoid absolute performance standards. 

Critical elements are only evaluated when assigning summary level ratings.  If an employee fails to meet the performance standards for any critical element, the employee’s performance is unacceptable and the employee must be given an opportunity to improve his/her performance.  This is typically called a performance improvement period (PIP).  If the employee’s performance does not improve to the Fully Successful level by the end of the PIP, the supervisor can initiate action to reassign, demote, or remove the employee for unacceptable performance.    > 
> 
> An “absolute” standard is one > that allows for no errors.  Absolute standards are acceptable only in very limited > circumstances.  An agency can legitimately defend its decision to > require perfection from its employees when a single failure to perform under a critical element > would result in loss of life, injury, breach of national security, or g> reat monetary loss.

>In other circumstances, third parties, such as the Merit Systems Protection Board (MSPB) > and the courts, usually will find that the agency abused its discretion by > establishing standards that allow for no margin of error.  When writing > > standards, supervisors should avoid the appearance of requiring > perfection.  In appraisal programs that do not > appraise elements at the Minimally Successful level, such as Air Force’s two level program, supervisors > must carefully word the Fully Successful standards so > they are not absolute.  For example, here are Fully Successful standards > used by agencies that would be considered absolute standards if > they were used in a two-level appraisal program:

> - Work is timely, efficient, and of acceptable quality.

> - Communicates effectively within and outside of the organization.

> 
> These standards are considered absolute because they appear to require > that work is always timely, efficient and of acceptable quality and that > the employee always communicates effectively.  When writing > standards—especially retention standards—avoid simply listing tasks > without describing the regularity of the occurrence of the task—but also > avoid the requirement to do it always.  

> 
According to guidance from the > Office of Personnel Management (OPM), the MSPB considers a standard like > those listed above to be absolute and reverses agency actions based on > absolute standards.  The > agency must change the standard and then give the employee time to work > under the new standard before placing the employee on a PIP.  However, if instead of being absolute, the > standard is worded in general terms, such as, “In most cases, work is > timely, efficient, and of good quality,” or “Work is generally timely, > efficient, and of good quality,” then the standard can be fleshed out at > the time of the PIP.  > 
> 
To assist in  developing non-absolute standards, the following qualifiers may > be useful:  Almost always, with rare exception, nearly all the time, > usually, in most cases, with few exceptions, most, generally, routinely, > normally, typically, ordinarily, often.

(Reference:  AFI 36-1001)
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