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United States Department of Agriculture

Research, Education and Economics

Agricultural Research Service

November 14, 2007


SUBJECT:
Performance Appraisal Guidelines


TO:
Research Leaders/Center Directors



Administrative Officers/Secretaries


FROM:
E. John Sadler, Research Leader, Cropping Systems & Water Quality



Terry C. Nelsen, Assistant Director

During the last performance evaluation of Category 1, 2, and 4 scientists, we observed wide variation in performance documentation and ratings.  We are concerned that this variation hinders the fair, consistent, and appropriate rating of the Area’s scientists and support staff.  As this is precisely the Area Office’s role in performance evaluations, we have organized these observations into guidelines that contribute to streamlining the writing, evaluation, and reviewing of performance documentation.  Our goals are 1) documents that fully represent the performance, 2) ratings that reflect the documentation, and 3) consistent application across units.  Benefits to the employees, supervisors, and reviewers alike include better documentation, increased efficiency, and more consistent results. 

Confusion obviously existed about which achievements belong under which elements.  For example, writing a research grant proposal was seen in every single element except the SHEM element.  In addition, many bullet items intended to support Exceeds Fully Successful looked almost exactly like the standards for Fully Successful.  Often, once the rating official explained a bullet item during the phone conversation, it was clear that much more existed in reality than was described in the documentation.  Bullet items that require further explanation to justify ratings indicate that communication from the employee through the rater to the reviewer was not particularly efficient.  These examples, plus the many others observed this cycle, decrease efficiency and can lead to ratings other than what was intended.

Our assessment of the performance appraisal process led us to conclude that three questions encompass most of the variation in the documentation:  What goes where?, What meets fully successful?, and What exceeds fully successful?  To answer these questions, we prepared the attached tables.  We hope these will be useful to Research Leaders and SYs in the upcoming performance review.

Question 1. What goes where?

	Element
	Research Leaders
	Lead Scientists with supervisory in title
	Lead Scientists without supervisory in title
	Scientists 

	Plan & conduct research
	Conducting research toward OSQR-approved objectives, grant proposals, specific cooperative agreements, collaborations, contributions to other OSQR project plans, post-doc proposals, developing CRADAs.

	Demonstrated Research Accomp.
	Publications: peer-reviewed journals, book chapters, proceedings, GenBank submissions, germplasm releases, patent activities, etc. Include citation information as known: author list, title, journal, date submitted, current status, and ARIS log number (see footnote).

	Technology transfer,  Professional advising & consulting
	Invited and volunteered presentations, action agency interactions, Trusts, MOU’s, MTA’s, travel grants, web site content, participation in professional societies, service on RPES or grant review panels, editorial boards, etc. The number of abstracts can be put here if desired.

Note: GenBank submissions, germplasm releases, and patent activities are recognized as important technology transfer activities by RPES, and thus would document it if mentioned here.

Note: CRADAs are recognized also as important technology transfer activities. If a CRADA has developed a product, it can be mentioned here.

	EEO/CR, (if standalone)
	All EEO activities, internal and outreach
	(see below for EEO/CR)
	(see below for EEO/CR)

	Comm./ interpersonal relations/ Human & Fiscal Resource Management (EEO/CR if not in standalone)
	N/A
	One bullet for all mandatory training, others for:

Additional training, meeting attendance, outreach efforts, advisory roles for students, service for science fair judges, etc. 

	SHEM
	One bullet for all mandatory training. Others for: committee service, safety officer, safety initiatives, activities led or elective activities participated in.

	Program leadership
	N/A
	OSQR activities for your project, participation in your NP activities as Lead Scientist (planning meetings, writing teams, etc.)
	N/A

	The following apply only to RL standards

	Research unit coordination, leadership, HR management
	Interactions with NPS, Area, stakeholders, etc. For whole lab: OSQR activities and scores, RPES activities and outcomes, Agreements, Publications, Training provided.

	Management of fiscal & physical resources
	ARMPS, facilities activities, end-of-year actions and outcome, agreement financial activities.


Starting at the top of page 4, list all manuscripts for submission to peer-reviewed publications, followed by any other manuscripts you desire (except for abstracts), for the current and prior two years, sorted by year the manuscript was approved in ARIS by the Area Director.  Follow the RPES instructions for format and for italicizing the names of students, visiting scientists, or post-docs supervised by you.  However, add the ARIS log number, submittal date, and current status.

Several supervisors have asked why it is necessary to document activities that contribute to meeting fully successful, preferring instead to have a statement asserting that all standards for fully successful were met, and limiting the documentation to those activities for consideration to exceed fully successful.  This approach would certainly shorten the documentation, but it leads to a few problems.  One is that there is considerable variation among scientists, supervisors, and raters concerning what activities fall under meets and exceeds (which is part of the reason for this document).  Another is that the reviewing official would be over-reliant on the rating given by the supervisor.  There is some concern that we would be sending an inconsistent message to the field, that the only important activities are those that exceed, or that the default condition is meets.  However, the most important reason to include information about meeting fully successful is to communicate what has been done to the reviewing official.

Under some circumstances, where the rating and reviewing official are both in close contact with the incumbent, and where symptoms of non-performance would be readily apparent (for example, the DAD and the AOs), this approach can be used if agreed upon by all parties. However, for the several hundred scientists and support staff for whom the Area Director is the reviewing official, this is not the case.  The annual performance documentation is a necessary communication to the Area Director’s office of any activities that the incumbent considers important, many of which are in the standards for meets fully successful.  Therefore, scientists are requested to document both activities that would be considered meeting fully successful (briefly if desired) and activities for consideration to exceed fully successful.

Question 2. What Meets Fully Successful?
	Element
	Meets Fully Successful

	Plan & conduct research
	Conducting research toward OSQR-approved objectives, contributions to other OSQR project plans

	Demonstrated Research Accomp.
	Publications: Two manuscripts for publication in peer-reviewed journals. At least one is expected to be as senior author, or as coauthor to a senior author who is a visiting scientist working with the incumbent, or who is a post-doc or student supervised by the incumbent. The 3-year average is considered if current-year publications are lacking.

	Technology transfer,  Professional advising & consulting
	Information communicated to customers – presentations, popular press articles, e-publications, databases

	EEO/CR, (if standalone)
	Completing all mandatory training, observing policy.

	Comm./ interpersonal relations/ Human & Fiscal Resource Management (EEO/CR if not in standalone)
	Completing all mandatory training, performance appraisals, other supervisory duties.

	SHEM
	Completing all mandatory training, observing SHEM policies and procedures.

	Program leadership
	Completing AD-421, providing OSQR materials by deadlines, tracking objectives, progress toward milestones.

	The following apply only to RL standards

	Research unit coordination, leadership, HR management
	Completing all mandatory training, performance appraisals, other supervisory duties, leading unit through OSQR, RPES, ARIS actions, procurement, agreements, etc.

	Management of fiscal & physical resources
	Develop ARMPS, manage funds, manage facilities, manage inventory


Question 3. What Exceeds Fully Successful?

By far the most common issue was lack of information about what in the documentation was considered to exceed fully successful.  In general, a rating of exceeds is expected to require something with some impact as a result of the work.  However, this is clearly not understood by all, which prompted the following guidelines.

A useful test for whether something should be considered justification of Fully Successful is: Would that element be rated Does Not Meet if the activity were not performed?  If so, by definition, Exceeds Fully Successful is not warranted.

The following list illustrates examples of characteristics that could merit a rating of Exceeds Fully Successful. 

Initiative – to independently pursue something qualitatively outside the standards, but still directly applicable to the element

Quantity – higher productivity or volume of work than expected

Quality – done to produce a better result than expected

Applicability –something that helps an audience broader than expected

Innovation –something unexpectedly creative

Timeliness – done before the expected deadline

Special circumstances – rarely, achieving better-than-average results under unusual conditions might be considered for an exceptional performance.

Note that in all cases, there is an element of exceeding expectations for the position. Therefore, if expectations are not outlined in the performance plan, it will be difficult to assess whether they were exceeded.

Without some information about how the performance exceeded expectations, the reviewing official will be left wondering what was exceptional.  This state is achieved by documentation appearing to match the performance standards for fully successful.

The grade level of the employee is always considered for ratings of exceeds.  Expectations increase as grade increases.

These considerations apply to all of the categories below.

	Element
	Potentially Exceeds Fully Successful

	Plan & conduct research
	Increasing scope, volume, or impact of research, writing successful grant proposals, building new initiatives or collaborations, developing cooperative agreements. Grade is considered.

	Demonstrated Research Accomplish-ments
	Exceeding standards for volume or impact of publications, somewhat for lower grades, increasingly more for upper grades. Consideration given to a mix of senior, principal, and junior authorships, especially for higher grades.

	Technology transfer,  Professional advising & consulting
	Increased scope, volume, or impact of tech transfer activities. Grade given significant consideration for all three.

	EEO/CR, (if standalone)
	Active initiatives to add value to ARS programs in EEO/CR. Refer to the examples provided by Steve Shafer and Marie Bishop.

	Communi-cations/ interpersonal relations/ Human & Fiscal Resource Management (EEO/CR if not in standalone)
	Active initiatives to add value to HR management, teamwork, etc. If this is the EEO element, active initiatives to add value to ARS programs in EEO/CR. Refer to the examples provided by Steve Shafer and Marie Bishop.

	SHEM
	Active initiatives to add value to ARS programs in SHEM. Passive conscripted service on a SHEM committee carries much less weight than a documented active role after volunteering, and documenting how the role played made the lab/unit/center/area safer carries correspondingly more.

	Program leadership
	Initiative in project leadership, high quality of project plans (no revisions, minor revision scores considered), participation in ARS National Program leadership

	The following apply only to RL standards

	Research unit coordination, leadership, HR management
	Achieving significant changes in unit productivity, impact, human relations, stakeholder interactions, etc.

	Management of fiscal & physical resources
	Innovation or creativity in funds management
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