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The framework for Federal human resource management is built on integrity and merit. It is important for 
all supervisors to understand and follow the Merit System Principles in dealing with employees. Your actions
and decisions should be within the bounds set by the Merit System Principles and the Prohibited Personnel 
Practices, which  are described in this lesson. Through these principles, which are set out in law, the Federal 
Government promises to be a fair employer offering equal opportunity to all qualified citizens, and to make 
merit the underlying basis for all personnel decisions. 
 
 
 
The fundamental foundation of the entire Federal Human Resources Management system is the Merit 
System Principles.  Managers and supervisors have been given more authority to make personnel decisions, 
but have fewer resources upon which to draw for advice and guidance. To that end, it is critical that 
supervisors continuously review and remind themselves about the merit system principles and prohibited 
personnel practices.  
 
 
 
The Merit System Principles can be described as the core values that should be expressed in every human 
resources decision. There are nine Merit System Principles.  These Merit System Principles provide guidance 
on how managers and  supervisors should manage our human resources. These nine principles are the 
expected outcomes of good management and supervision.  
 
 
 
The Prohibited Personnel Practices identify specific practices that you must avoid when taking personnel 
actions in order for your action to be in compliance with the Merit System Principles.  There are twelve 
prohibited personnel practices, including reprisal for whistleblowing.
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They identify specific practices that you must avoid when taking personnel actions in 
order for your action to be in compliance with the Merit System Principles. 
Merit System Principles are the “do’s” for taking personnel actions and the Prohibited 
Personnel Practices are the “don’ts.”  
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In the late 1800’s, the Pendleton Act established procedures for ensuring that selections 
for certain federal jobs would be based on open competition, and free from political 
coercion.  
Primarily, these early references to a merit system were based on a desire to eliminate the 
“spoils system” of providing federal jobs to those who supported newly elected 
presidents.  
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- Supervisor takes revenge against people who file grievances against him or her, such as assigning extra 
work, downgrading a rating on an annual appraisal, etc. 
 
 
 
- Supervisor obstructs an employee’s right to compete for employment, such as calling the hiring authority 
and trashing the employee 
 
 
 
- Supervisor  deliberately fails to have vacancy announcement posted, to prevent a particular candidate 
from applying for a vacancy 
 
 
 
- Supervisor deliberately misplaced or destroyed an application 
 
 
 
- Supervisor gives an employee a dishonest recommendation or appraisal to keep valuable employee or to 
help another candidate 
 
 
 
- Supervisor encourages a subordinate not to compete, or to withdraw his or her application, by making 
promises of future benefits that supervisor does not intend to keep 
 
 
 
- Supervisor re-opens a closed vacancy announcement to permit a favored candidate to apply 
 
 
 
- Supervisor canceled a vacancy because the name or names s/he wanted were not on the certificate of 
eligibility 
 
 
 
- Supervisor manipulates job qualifications to favor a particular applicant 
 
 
 
- Supervisor advises a qualified employee not to apply for a job in order to improve another employee’s 
chances to be selected 
 

 
Comments from page 21 continued on next page



 
 
- Supervisor treats a pregnant employee differently 
 
 
 
- Supervisor treats women harshly because “they don’t belong in the workplace”
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Why do some supervisors do things that ultimately do harm to themselves and their organizations by 
violating the Prohibited Personnel Practices? Some reasons might be the following: 
 
- A belief that it is not “really” illegal 
 
- A belief that the action is in the best interests of the supervisor and organization 
 
- A belief that the action is “safe” because it will never be found out 
 
This is why a solid understanding of the Prohibited Personnel Practices coupled with practice and adherence
to the Army value of Integrity will avoid this issue surfacing in the personnel decisions you make as a 
supervisor. The difference between becoming a successful supervisor and becoming a statistic lies in 
knowledge—knowing what personnel practices you must avoid—as well as practicing and upholding the 
Army values. As an Army leader and supervisor, you are expected to do the right thing for the right reason 
all the time.
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