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THE PROBATIONARY PERIOD 

The first year of service of a Federal Civil Service employee on a career-conditional appointment is considered a probationary period.  The probationary period is really the final and most important step in the hiring process.  It affords you, the supervisor, an opportunity to observe and evaluate the employee’s performance and conduct on the job, and to terminate the person without undue formality, if necessary.  The probationary period was designed to protect the Government from giving career status to a person who is found in actual practice to lack ability, fitness, or suitability for permanent Government service. 

It is extremely important that supervisors hiring new employees continually evaluate their job performance and work behavior during this initial probationary period.  You should monitor, evaluate and document the employee’s performance and conduct throughout the probationary period.

If an employee's performance or conduct is considered inadequate, and you have provided them with sufficient opportunity to fully and adequately perform the job then - this is the time to act.  Do not allow the probationary period to expire without taking the appropriate action.  Generally, an employee is given at least 90 calendar days to work under an established performance plan (that is, performance elements and standards under the activity's performance appraisal system) before action can be taken for performance problems.  In any event, an action should be taken in sufficient time for the employee to be notified that they will not be retained and well before the expiration of the probationary period.  If separation is the appropriate action, the effective date must be no later than the day before the last day of the probationary period.  Otherwise, a separation action must be processed under procedures for the separation of an employee who has completed the probationary period.

If a probationary employee is subject to discipline for an issue of misconduct, it is generally not advisable to impose formal disciplinary action.  If the situation requires more than a counseling or a letter of caution, the probationary employee has essentially failed the probationary period and should be terminated.  As for performance, a performance plan must be established at the beginning of the employment.  If performance is unacceptable at any point during the probationary period, the employee should usually be terminated.  A performance improvement plan is not necessary, and could cause the employee to complete the probationary period.

It is strongly suggested that if you are considering an action to terminate a probationary employee, you first contact your Personnel Management Advisor to verify the date that the probationary period ends.  Before any action is initiated, the employee’s employment record should be carefully reviewed to determine if there is any prior creditable service that would serve to shorten the probationary period.  If a probationary employee is transferred, promoted, demoted or reassigned before they complete their probationary period, they will be required to complete the probationary period in their new job.  This does not mean, however, that the full one-year probationary period begins again with the new assignment.

It is important to remember that you will be required to follow more stringent rules to terminate an employee once the probationary period ends.  Satisfactory completion of the probationary period essentially gives employees a “property right” in their federal employment.  

Notwithstanding the above, it should be noted that even probationary employees have some procedural (due process) and limited appeal rights that must be observed in the event termination is contemplated.  Failure to follow the proper procedures could result in the probationary employee's re-instatement.

For more information and assistance, please contact your servicing Personnel Management Advisor.

