FAQ’s on Voluntary Separation Incentives (VSIPs, or Buyouts) at
NASA Headquarters
1. Why did NASA request buyout authority?

The Agency is transforming both its organizational structure and its workforce composition, in response to a number of factors.  A shift in the future mission focus of the Agency also is having its impact on the composition of the workforce.  Some program areas have decreased in emphasis, while others have been added or increased in emphasis to align strategically with major program and mission needs.

NASA performed a comprehensive workforce review that began in early 2003, and continues to evolve today.  With the help of NASA’s Competency Management System (CMS), managers determine what skills they will need to staff missions and programs, analyze skills inherent in the workforce, and determine where there may be gaps.  This process allows managers to rebalance where needed, and plan for future staffing needs.

As a result of these changing emphases and the process of reorganization and skills-gap analysis, NASA has identified numerous excess competency areas, as well as a need to acquire different skills in a number of areas.  The effort to rebalance these skills will take a number of forms, including natural attrition, retraining, realigning or redistributing work, and reassignments both within and across organizations.  Buyouts are needed to help the Agency to staff its workforce with individuals with competencies aligned to its mission needs.


2. What Centers have buyout authority?

NASA requested buyout authority Agencywide for two categories of buyouts.  Category 1 buyouts may be offered to employees in positions whose competency has been identified as surplus.  This category allows managers to rebalance their skills by creating hiring opportunities or to address a reduced need for certain competencies.  Jobs vacated by employees taking category 1 buyouts will be not be refilled in the same competency area.  Ames, Dryden, Langley, Glenn, and Marshall offered this type of buyout late in 2004.

Category 2 buyouts may be offered to employees who volunteer to take a buyout to create a placement for an employee occupying a position whose competency has been identified as surplus.  The buyout is contingent on the placement of the employee in the surplus competency.   For example, a Goddard employee takes a buyout, and the job is filled by an employee from Marshall whose competency area has been identified as excess.

3. Why are all Centers being asked to do buyouts, if there are no workforce issues at those locations?

The transformation of NASA’s workforce to meet future mission needs, including supporting the competencies needed for the Vision for Space Exploration, is an Agencywide effort, requiring collaboration across NASA.  In many cases, the skills needed at one Center are resident somewhere else in NASA.  All efforts will be made to rebalance skills within the Agency through voluntary measures such as buyouts and reassignments.

4. What positions are eligible for buyout at Headquarters?  How was this decision made?

Headquarters based its decision on its buyout pool on an analysis of the competencies of the current workforce compared to projected needs.  In some cases, competencies are no longer needed.  In others, there is a reduced need for a competency.  It is important to note that this determination was made on an analysis of competencies tied to positions, not on the abilities or performance of individuals.
5. How will I know if I am eligible for a buyout?

NASA Headquarters has developed a list of competencies targeted for buyout, and has linked these competencies to specific positions.  A list of positions will be made available to employees.  

In addition to being identified on a list of eligible positions, employees must be on an appointment without time limitation and have been continuously employed for 3 years prior to separation.

6. Will SES, ST, and SL employees be eligible for buyout and early out?

SES positions will be eligible for Category 2 buyouts, provided the position is abolished, and a vacancy is created for a General Schedule employee in a position identified with a surplus competency.  As in other Category 2 buyouts, the buyout may be approved once the placement is arranged.  

Since Headquarters has no workforce issues with ST and SL positions, they will not be included in the Headquarters buyout/early-out plan. 
7. If NASA is serious about getting employees to take buyouts, why don’t we just open it up to everyone who is willing to leave?

On the surface that sounds like a good idea, and certainly would be the simplest method.  However, there are several reasons why NASA cannot take that approach.  First of all, the current law, which specifies that buyouts are intended for reshaping (not downsizing) an agency’s workforce, requires buyouts to be targeted to positions being eliminated or reduced, as identified by organizational unit, geographic location, occupational series, grade level, and other objective factors.  Opening the incentive to all interested employees would not meet the legal requirement.  Secondly, we need to be careful about inadvertently creating further skills imbalances.  

8. What does an "appointment with a time limitation" mean?

An employee on an appointment with a time limit works only until a specified date and then goes off the rolls.  The employing agency sets the ending date when it hires the individual and/or when it extends the appointment.  For example, temporary and term employees serve with a time limit, so they are not eligible for an incentive payment.  Career and career-conditional employees and permanent employees in the excepted service have no limit so they may be eligible.  


9. What does "continuous service" mean?

To be eligible for an incentive payment, you must have 3 years of continuous service with the Federal government with no breaks.  Going off the rolls for even 1 day is a break in service and would disqualify you for an incentive payment.  The 3 continuous years may be at any Agency. 
10. Are there any restrictions on who can receive a buyout?

Yes.  The law specifies that you are not eligible to receive a buyout if you:
· Are a re-employed annuitant; or serving under an appointment with a time limitation; 
· Have a disability on the basis of which you would be eligible for a disability retirement;

· Have not been on-board with the Federal Government without a break in service for 3 continuous years;

· Are in receipt of a specific notice of involuntary separation for misconduct or unacceptable performance;

· Have received a buyout before;

· Are covered by statutory reemployment rights from another organization;

· During the 24 months preceding separation you performed service for which a recruitment or relocation bonus was or is to be paid; or,

· During the 12 months preceding separation you performed service for which a retention bonus (or allowance) was or is to be paid.


11. Do we also have voluntary early retirement authority (VERA, or early out)?

Yes, NASA received VERA authority for the same group of positions/competencies as the buyout.

12. How much will I receive if I take the buyout?

The buyout calculation is based on the formula to compute severance pay.  Essentially, it is a combination of years of service, age, and salary.  The maximum one can receive is $25,000 or the severance pay amount, whichever is less.  

The amount of severance pay would be 1 week's basic pay for each of the first 10 years of your civilian service, plus 2 weeks' basic pay for each year over 10 years.  An age adjustment allowance of 10% is added for each year you are over 40.  (No credit is given for military service unless the service interrupted otherwise creditable civilian service and the employee returned to civilian service through the exercise of a legal restoration right.). 

13. When do I have to separate from NASA?

Employees eligible under Category 1 will be asked to separate by April 3.  Employees must agree to separate by the prescribed date in order to be eligible for a buyout.  Category 2 buyouts (where a placement match is a prerequisite to the buyout) will occur later in the fiscal year to facilitate a match.

Early out authority will be available through October 3, 2005.  The pool of employees eligible for early out will be the same as for the buyout.

14. When will I receive the buyout payment?  Will it be all at once (lump sum) or monthly?  Is it taxable?

The incentive payment will be sent as soon as possible after the date of your separation.  Because we first must resolve any leave errors, salary offsets, and employee debts to the Government, we cannot guarantee a specific date.  Payment also is subject to garnishment for alimony and child support.  The incentive payment is taxable.  You will receive it as a lump sum (less Federal tax withholding, applicable State/local taxes, FICA/Medicare).

15. If I leave with an incentive payment, can I take a job in another Federal agency or with a contractor?  

If you have retired or resigned with an incentive payment, you must repay the entire amount of the incentive if you take a job for pay with the Federal Government within 5 years of your separation date.  This repayment requirement covers any kind of employment (for example, permanent, temporary, expert, consultant, re-employed annuitant) as well as personal services contracts.  (In rare and extraordinary circumstances, waivers may be permitted by the Office of Personnel Management for Federal employment, but not for contractor employment.  Refer to 5 USC Section 3524.)

16. I retired from the military but am now a civilian employee.  How will my military service be factored into my eligibility for buyout?

There is no impact on your eligibility.  However, only your civilian service will be used in the calculation of the amount of the buyout.

17. If I don’t take a buyout now, will I have another opportunity?

Decisions on future buyout opportunities will depend on an analysis of the success of the current buyout program and any additional need to rebalance or reduce competencies.  There is no guarantee that the same competencies would be identified if additional buyouts are offered, or that NASA Headquarters would offer the incentive.

18. I have less than 5 years coverage under the Federal Employees Health Benefits (FEHB) program.  Can I continue my coverage into retirement?

Employees with less than 5 years coverage under FEHB are eligible for coverage upon retirement if they were covered under the FEHB Program continuously since the beginning date of the Agency’s latest VERA authority (in this case, October 29, 2004), and retire through voluntary early retirement during the VERA period.  Your human resources office can confirm your eligibility.  Employees who do not meet these requirements may apply for an individual waiver from the Office of Personnel Management.













