Questions and Answers on Performance Awards
NASA is committed and strives to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of operations by recognizing and rewarding its’ employees for results based on performance.  Performance awards (or rating-based awards) are lump-sum cash awards given to recognize performance as reflected in a rating of record.  Following are some frequently asked questions about performance awards:

1.  How long must an employee be under a performance plan before he/she can receive a rating of record and be eligible for a performance award?
An employee must be under a performance plan for a minimum of 90 days before he/she can receive a rating of record.  In addition, the rating of record must be Distinguished, Accomplished, or Fully Successful in order for the employee to be eligible for a performance award.  However, to ensure fairness, the performance award (i.e., percentage or range of percentage of salary (including the value of any time off) for the rating received) should be pro-rated for the amount of time the employee was under the performance plan.
2.  What does “meaningful distinctions based on levels of performance” mean?

When employees with higher performance summary ratings (i.e., rating of records) receive larger performance-based cash awards than those with lower ratings of record, the organization (i.e., Center, HQ Mission Directorate) is making meaningful distinctions based on the levels of performance.
3.  Who is eligible to receive a performance award?

Any employee who receives a rating of record of Distinguished, Accomplished, or Fully Successful is eligible for a performance award.
4.  Is every employee who receives a rating of record of Distinguished, Accomplished, or Fully Successful entitled to a performance award?

No; there is no entitlement to a performance award.
5.  Is an employee who receives a Needs Improvement or Unacceptable rating of record eligible to receive a performance award?

No; an employee who receives a rating of record below Fully Successful (i.e., Needs Improvement or Unacceptable) is not eligible to receive a cash or time-off performance award. 
6.  Can an employee receive a performance award which is a combination of time-off and cash based on the same rating of record?

Yes; an employee can receive a combination of cash and time-off for a performance award.  The number of hours of the time-off and the amount of cash must be commensurate with the Center’s guideline (number of hours and value of time-off, percentage, or range of percentage of salary) established for the employee’s rating of record.

7.  Who is eligible for a Quality Step Increase (QSI)?

Only an employee who receives a rating of record of Distinguished is eligible for QSI.
8.  Why is a QSI considered the highest performance award?

A QSI is considered the highest performance award because it is a within-grade increase that results in  a permanent increase in an employee's basic rate of pay and the amounts contributed to retirement and Thrift Savings Plan accounts, if applicable.  A QSI must become effective within 120 calendar days following the end of the appraisal period.
9.  Can an employee receive a QSI and a cash and/or time-off performance award?
No.
10.  Is there a limit to a time-off performance award?

Yes; on an annual basis, a time-off award(s) cannot exceed 80 hours for full-time employees excluding astronauts.  Your Center may have established a Center-specific policy that limits a time-off award for a one-time event.
11.  Why does the value of a time-off performance award have to be taken into consideration when determining the amount of a cash award?  
Because a time-off performance award is time-off without charge to leave and, therefore, a cost to the Agency as pay for time not worked, the value of the time off must be calculated and deducted from the percentage or range of percentage of salary for the rating received to determine the amount, if any, of a cash award. 

12.  Is a cash performance award as a percentage of salary calculated based on base pay or locality pay?
When calculating a cash performance award, the percentage of salary is based on locality pay.
13.  What justification is required to support a recommendation for a performance award?

The narrative summary for the appraisal is justification for any performance award(s) (i.e., cash and/or time-off) including a QSI.  However, the narrative summary must clearly and completely justify the rationale for the rating of record assigned and the performance award being given.
14.  Should other factors, such as other non-rating based cash or time-off awards, promotion, etc., be considered when determining the amount of a performance award?

Yes; when determining the amount of a performance award based on the percentage or range of percentage of salary for the employee’s rating of record as established by the Center/organization, a manager/supervisor should consider the value of other awards/recognition given throughout the appraisal period and adjust the amount of performance award accordingly.
15.  Why should other factors, such as a non-rating based cash and/or time-off award, promotion, etc., be considered when determining the amount of a performance award?
A non-rating based cash and/or time-off award or promotion is given in recognition of an employee’s performance.  In most cases, that performance would, also, be taken into consideration in the determination of the employee’s annual rating of record; and therefore, any non-rating based cash and/or time-off award or promotion should be considered when determining the amount of a performance award.
