
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

June 12, 2018 
 
Nancy Berryhill  
Office of the Commissioner  
Social Security Administration  
6401 Security Boulevard  
Baltimore, MD 21235  
 
Mary Horne  
Acting Deputy Commissioner for Operations  
Social Security Administration  
6401 Security Boulevard  
Baltimore, MD 21235  
 
Fred Maurin  
New York Regional Commissioner  
Social Security Administration  
26 Federal Plaza  
New York, NY 10278  
 
Ralph Patinella 
Associate Commissioner 
Social Security Administration 
6401 Security Boulevard 
Baltimore, MD 21235 
 
Re:  Performance Management System 
 
Dear Nancy, Mary, Fred and Ralph: 
 
The agency’s current Performance Assessment and Communication 
System (PACS) was introduced with the 2005 Contract.  This appraisal 
system replaced the Pass/Fail system that existed in the previous 
Contract.  At the time, management welcomed the change as it provided 
an opportunity to appraise employees’ performance more accurately 
and with the ability to differentiate employees performing at different 
levels.  For example, PACS was designed to allow managers to rate 
successful performances with a score of three, while allowing managers 
to rate outstanding performances with a five.  Ratings were eventually 
tied with performance awards in the most recent Contract. 
 
Over the years, as with any performance assessment vehicle, PACS 
has become less useful as an effective tool for managers.  NCSSMA 
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has received numerous comments from management across the agency that PACS simply 
does not allow managers to separate and rate accurately the different levels of employee 
performance.  In addition, managers have reported an uptick in the number of grievances filed 
since performance ratings became tied to awards.   
 
In February 2018, the NCSSMA Labor Management Relations (LMR) Committee developed a 
survey to capture feedback from management members regarding PACS.  Over 1,100 
members from 10 Regions completed the survey with a majority of respondents being District 
Managers and Operations Supervisors.  Ninety percent of respondents were from the field, 
while about five percent each were from the TSC and other components, respectively.  The 
purpose of the survey was to establish management’s satisfaction or lack thereof with our 
current performance rating system, PACS.  In addition, the survey was designed to help 
determine why each respondent felt one way or the other. 
 
Nearly eighty-eight percent of survey participants stated the agency needs a new appraisal 
system.  The majority of managers responding to the survey do not feel the current PACS 
rating system provides appropriate recognition for top performers.  For instance, if an 
employee is performing just above unsuccessful, he or she receives a successful rating of a 
three.  On the other hand, if an employee is performing outstanding but not quite on a 
sustained basis, he or she receives a rating of a three as well.  On paper, the ratings do not 
adequately distinguish the two employees’ performance.  The reality is the two employees in 
this example are performing at very different levels.  
 
What type of rating system does management prefer? 
 

 
 
Based on the response to a Pass/Fail system, one might think the majority of management 
prefers a Pass/Fail system in comparison to the current, 3-Tiered system.  This would be 
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understandable given the frustration we have heard regarding our current PACS rating system 
and the increase in grievances management feels they receive compared to when the old 
Pass/Fail system was used.  However, when comparing just the current 3-Tiered system, the 
overall results show fifty-six percent of management want a 4-Tiered or higher performance 
rating system.  This higher tiered approach would provide rating officials with the opportunity to 
sufficiently differentiate between average, above average, and high level performers.  
NCSSMA encourages the Social Security Administration (SSA) to consider a change to 
a 4-Tiered or 5-Tiered performance rating system in the new Contract.  A multi-tiered 
system above the current 3-Tiered system will afford management the ability to appropriately 
differentiate the varying performance levels of employees.   
 
What elements do management want in a new multi-tiered rating system? 
 

 
 
In addition to Interpersonal Skills, Participation, Job Knowledge and Achieves Business 
Results, managers requested a new Quality/Accuracy element.  This is an indicator that 
managers are concerned about quality.  The addition of this element is in line with the 
agency’s new Performance Quality Review (PQR) initiative and mandatory reviews, which will 
now be completed on employees’ work and be included in the employee’s 7B file beginning 
October 2018.   
 
In order to properly rate employees in the element of Quality/Accuracy, management must be 
able to use numerical data.  The survey showed that the vast majority of management, over 
seventy-eight percent, do not currently use numerical data in their PACS appraisals, but would 
be in support of doing so if they had a choice.  Despite the common understanding in some 
regions that numerical data are not to be used in PACS, about twenty-two percent of 
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managers are in fact using some form of numerical data in their employee appraisals.  
Managers using this data stated they feel they are better prepared to support and defend their 
PACS assessments.   The two areas management indicated they want to see the use of 
numerical information used are Achieves Business Results (ninety-four percent) and 
Quality/Accuracy (sixty-nine percent) elements.  
 
NCSSMA’s LMR Committee compared local Human Resources (HR) guidance from each 
region.  The comparison demonstrated that the use of numerical data in PACS currently differs 
from region-to-region.  Some regions use numerical data with specific instruction on how it can 
be used, while other regions have no guidance at all for its use.  Some regions are being told 
not to use numerical data at all.  Outlining the use of numerical data in PACS specifically in the 
Contract will standardize its use across the agency, give a specific representation of an 
employee’s performance and better position management to defend grievances.  With the 
introduction of the PQR initiative, numerical data will be easier to use in performance 
assessments.  We strongly encourage the agency to bargain the use of numerical data in the 
new Contract. 
 
In addition to the items noted above, two other points of interest surfaced in the survey results.  
These pertain to the employee self-assessment and an employee’s rating from one year to the 
next.  First, over seventy percent of respondents support limiting the employee self-
assessment to one page as management does not need to spend an extensive amount of time 
reading overly-long assessments.  Second, over seventy-two percent of respondents 
answered that they are comfortable reducing employee ratings from a 5 to a 3 from one year to 
the next if performance dictates the lower score.  However, over ninety-three percent of 
respondents favor adding a statement in the PACS Plan that reads, “Your performance in the 
prior fiscal year is not considered when assessing element ratings and overall element 
average for the current fiscal year.”  This would ensure employees recognize or at least 
understand performance from the previous year is not considered in this current performance 
rating.  At the very least, it should help position management to defend performance 
grievances by being better equipped to explain to arbitrators that contractually managers 
cannot consider the past year’s performance and why an employee was rated a 5 one year but 
not the following.  We strongly encourage the agency to bargain these items into the new 
Contract. 
 
NCSSMA has worked hard with its members to better understand issues concerning PACS.  
The survey confirms that management wants changes to the agency’s current system.  
Management wants to utilize a system that incorporates numerical information.  Our members 
feel that a multi-tiered system better identifies performance levels and properly distinguishes 
top performers.  We appreciate your consideration of these requests when bargaining the 
performance section of the new Contract. 
 
Sincerely,  

 
Christopher Detzler  
NCSSMA President 


