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APPENDIX A.  TYPES OF EMPLOYEE RECOGNITION 

  
AWARD 

 
RECOGNIZES 

 
FORM OF RECOGNITION 

 
JUSTIFICATION NEEDED 
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Special Con- 
tribution 
Award 
[(]SCA[)] 
includes 
“On-the-Spot” 
and Time[-o]ff 
Awards. 

A contribution, act, 
service, or 
achievement that 
benefits VA/[Federal] 
Government.  See 
[P]art III and  
its [A]ppendix B 
for examples of 
contributions. 

• SCA - Cash Award of up to 
$7,500 for an individual and 
$25,000 for a group based on 
tangible and/or intangible 
benefits to VA/Federal 
Government. 

 

On-the-Spot - Minimal Cash 
Award, usually $150 or less, 
that is granted as soon as 
possible after contribution of 
limited impact is made.  May 
also include a non-monetary 
award item. 

 

Time-Off - from [1] to 40 
hours for a specific 
contribution.  [An] employee 
may receive up to 80 hours 
during a 12-month period. 

Narrative description of act 
and how it benefited 
[G]overnment.  See [P]art III, 
[A]ppendix D.  Can document 
SCAs using VA Form 4659a. 
 

Individual 
employees, 
groups or 
teams (SES 
ineligible for 
Time[-o]ff  
Awards.) 

Gainsharing 
Award 

 

Improvements in  
performance or 
productivity that are 
measurable as 
increases in 
productivity and that 
result in more effective 
and efficient use of 
resources. 

Typically cash award based on 
pre-determined formula for 
measuring and sharing gains 
distributed to employees who 
produce gains. 

Sufficient data to demonstrate 
improvements in quality, 
quantity and/or timeliness 
realized and basis for each 
employee’s share based on 
increases in productivity. 

Individual 
employees, 
groups or 
teams. 
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APPENDIX B.  [VETERANS HEALTH ADMINISTRATION (VHA)] DELEGATION OF APPROVAL 
AUTHORITY FOR SPECIAL CONTRIBUTION, PERFORMANCE, SUGGESTION, [ ] TIME[-]OFF 

AWARDS[,] AND [ ] QUALITY STEP INCREASES 
 
1. DEFINITIONS. 

 
a. Special Contribution Award.  For the purpose of this handbook, a special contribution award 

refers to a cash award given for a special contribution made by an individual or group of 
individuals, for on-the-spot recognition, or for achievement of productivity/gainsharing/goal 
sharing program. 
 

b. Superior Performance Award.  A one-time cash award that may be granted to a title 5, title 
38 or [hybrid-]title 38 [ ] employee based on his/her performance appraisal rating of record 
provided that the rating of record is at the fully successful level (or equivalent) or above. 

 
c. Suggestion.  Employee suggestions are ideas that define a problem or objective, present a 

solution or plan for improvement and tell how the solution will improve the efficiency, economy 
or effectiveness of [G]overnment operations or otherwise benefit the [G]overnment. 

 
d. Time[-]Off Award.  Time[-o]ff Awards are time off [from duty, granted in increments] from 

[one] to 40 hours[ ] in recognition of a specific contribution. 
 

e. Title 5 Quality Step Increase (QSI).  A QSI is an increase to an employee’s rate of basic pay 
from one step of the grade to the next step that is granted in recognition of excellence in 
performance during the last appraisal cycle.  The purpose of a QSI is to recognize, on an 
individual basis, consistently high achievers by granting faster than normal step increases. 

 
2. SPECIAL CONTRIBUTION AWARDS. 

 
a. Delegations. 
 

(1) VHA Central Office. 
 
(a) Deputy Under Secretaries for Health, or their designees[;  ] [and] chief officers[ ] are 

authorized to approve up to and including $7,500 for individual special contribution 
awards and up to and including $25,000 for group special contribution awards for 
eligible Senior Executive Service (SES) and title 38 equivalents, title 5 employees, title 
38 employees, and [hybrid-title 38] employees so long as no one employee receives 
more than $7,500. 
 

(b) VACO chief consultants and staff office directors are authorized to approve up to and 
including $5,000 for individual special contribution awards and up to and including 
$16,500 for group special contribution awards for title 5 employees, title 38 employees 
and [hybrid-title 38] employees so long as no one employee receives more than $5,000.
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(2) VHA Field Facilities. 
 
(a) Field Network directors are authorized to approve up to and including $7,500 for 

individual and group suggestion awards for employees.  Approval authority may be re-
delegated, as appropriate. 
 

(b) Field facility directors are authorized to approve up to and including $5,000 for individual 
and group suggestion awards for employees.  Approval authority may be re-delegated, 
as appropriate. 

 
b. Restrictions. 

 
(1) In order to qualify for a cash award, adopted suggestions must have measurable dollar 

benefits of at least $250, or intangible benefits of comparable value, or a combination of 
both. 
 

(2) In determining the amount of the award for adopted suggestions, the appropriate scale of 
awards in Appendix A to Part III of VA Handbook 5017 will be used. 

 
(3) Only Field Network and facility directors may act as both the recommending and approving 

official.  Otherwise, the approving official must be at a higher management level than the 
official who recommended the award. 

 
5. TIME[-]OFF AWARDS. 

 
a. Delegations 
 

(1) VHA Central Office. 
 

(a) Deputy Under Secretaries for Health, or their designees[, and] chief officers[ ] are 
authorized to approve time[-]off awards up to and including 40 hours for eligible 
employees. 
 

(b) VACO chief consultants and staff office directors are authorized to approve time[-]off 
awards up to and including 32 hours for eligible employees. 
 

(2) VHA Field Facilities.  Field Network and facility directors are authorized to approve time[-
]off awards of up to and including 40 hours for eligible employees.  Approval authority may 
be redelegated, as appropriate. 
 

b. Restrictions. 
 
(1) Employees in the SES and equivalents appointed under title 5 [and title 38] are excluded 

from receiving time[-]off awards. 
 

(2) The minimum time[-]off award is [ ][one] hour[ ]. 
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(3) Not more than 40 hours may be granted to an employee for a specific contribution. 
 
(4) The maximum amount of time[-]off that may be granted to any employee during a 12-month 

period is 80 hours.  [ ] [E]ach time[-]off award must be used within [365] days after the date 
on which it was approved.  [ ] [Failure to use an award within 365 days after the date of 
approval will result in the employee’s forfeiture of any unused portion of that award]. 

 
(5) The number of hours granted for a time[-]off award must be consistent with the Scale of 

Time[-]Off Awards located in VA Handbook 5017, Part III, Appendix F. 
 

(6) Only Field Network and facility directors may act as both the recommending and approving 
official.  Otherwise, all time[-]off awards in excess of one [work] day must be approved by 
an official at a higher management level than that which recommended the award. 

 
6. TITLE 5 [QUALITY STEP INCREASE(]QSIs)[ ]. 

 
a. Delegations. 

 
(1) VHA Central Office. 

 
(a) Deputy Under Secretaries for Health, or their designees[, and] VACO chief officers [ ] 

are authorized to approve QSIs for title 5 employees in pay categories through the GS-
15 level under their jurisdiction. 
 

(b) VACO chief consultants and staff office directors are authorized to approve QSIs for title 
5 employees in pay categories through the GS-14 level. 

 
(2) VHA Field Facilities.  Field Network and facility directors are authorized to approve QSIs 

for title 5 employees in pay categories through the GS-15 level.  Approval authority may be 
redelegated, as appropriate. 

 
b. Restrictions. 

 
(1) Only General Schedule employees appointed under title 5 are eligible to receive QSIs. 
 
(2) A QSI may not be granted to an eligible employee who has received a QSI within the 

preceding 52 consecutive calendar weeks. 
 

(3) A QSI may not be granted to an eligible employee who is in step 10 of the pay grade. 
 

(4) Only Field Network and facility directors may act as both the recommending and approving 
official.  Otherwise, the approving official must be at a higher management level than the 
official who recommended the QSI. 
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APPENDIX C.  [NATIONAL CEMETERY ADMINISTRATION (]NCA[)] DELEGATION OF 
APPROVAL AUTHORITY FOR SPECIAL CONTRIBUTION, PERFORMANCE, SUGGESTION, AND 

TIME[-]OFF AWARDS; AND, QUALITY STEP INCREASES 
 
1. DEFINITIONS. 

 
a. Special Contribution Award.  For the purpose of this handbook, a special contribution award 

refers to a cash award given for a special contribution made by an individual or group of 
individuals, for on-the-spot recognition, or for achievement of [a] productivity/gainsharing/[goal 
sharing] program. 
 

b. Superior Performance Award.  A one-time cash award that may be granted to an employee 
based on his/her [performance appraisal] rating of record provided that the rating of record is 
at the fully successful level (or equivalent) or above. 
 

c. Suggestion.  Employee suggestions are ideas that define a problem or objective, present a 
solution or plan for improvement and tell how the solution will improve the efficiency, economy 
or effectiveness of [G]overnment operations or otherwise benefit the [G]overnment. 
 

d. Time[-]Off Award.  Time-off awards are time off [from duty, granted in increments] from [one] 
to 40 hours[,] in recognition of a specific contribution. 

 
e. Title 5 Quality Step Increase (QSI).  A QSI is an increase to an employee’s rate of basic pay 

from one step of the grade to the next step that is granted in recognition of excellence in 
performance during the last appraisal cycle.  The purpose of a QSI is to recognize, on an 
individual basis, consistently high achievers by granting faster than normal step increases[.] 
 

2. SPECIAL CONTRIBUTION AWARD. 
 
a. Delegations. 

 
(1) [NCA] Central Office. 

 
(a) The Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs is authorized to recommend and approve up 

to and including $7,500 for individual special contribution and up to and including 
$25,000 for group special contribution awards for all eligible employees so long as no 
one employee receives more than $7,500. 
 

(b) The Deputy Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs is authorized to recommend and 
approve up to and including $5,000 for individual special contribution awards and up to 
and including $15,000 for group special contribution awards for all eligible employees so 
long as no one employee receives more than $5[,]000. 

 
(c) The Director of Office of Field Programs, Office of Finance and Planning, 

Communication Management Service, Management Support Service, State Cemetery 
Grants Service, Office of Construction Management, Information Technology and 
Business Requirement Services are authorized   
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b. Restrictions.

(1) In order to qualify for a cash award, adopted suggestions must have measurable dollar
benefits of at least $250, or intangible benefits of comparable value, or a combination of
both.

(2) In determining the amount of the award for adopted suggestions, the appropriate scale of
awards in Appendix A to Part III of VA Handbook 5017 will be used.

5. TIME[-]OFF AWARD.

a. Delegations.

(1) [NCA] Central Office.

(a) The Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs and Deputy Under Secretary for Memorial 
Affairs are authorized to recommend and approve time[-]off awards up to and including 
40 hours for all eligible employees.

(b) The Director of Office of Field Programs, Office of Finance and Planning, 
Communication Management Service, Management Support Service, State Cemetery 
Grants Service, Office of Construction Management, Information Technology and 
Business Requirement Services are authorized to recommend and approve time[-]off 
awards up to and including 27 hours (or the equivalent of [three] workdays) for all 
eligible employees.

(c) Service directors in VACO are authorized to recommend and approve time[-]off awards 
up to and including 18 hours (or the equivalent of [two] workdays) for all eligible 
employees.

(2) Field Facilities.

(a) [Memorial Service Network )]MSN[)] directors are authorized to recommend and 
approve time-off awards up to and including 18 hours (or the equivalent of [two] 
workdays) for all eligible employees.

(b) Cemetery directors are authorized to recommend and approve time[-]off awards up to 
and including [eight] hours (or the equivalent of [one] workday) for all eligible 
employees.

b. Restrictions.

(1) Employees in the Senior Executive Service (SES) and equivalents appointed under title 5 
are excluded from receiving time[-]off awards.

(2) The minimum time[-]off award is [1] hour[ ] and not more than 40 hours may be granted to 
an employee for a specific contribution.
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(3) The maximum amount of time off that may be granted to any employee during a 12-month
period is 80 hours and recipients must use the time[-]off award within [365] days.  [ ]
[Failure to use an award within 365 days after the date of approval will result in the
employee’s forfeiture of any unused portion of that award].

(4) The number of hours granted for a time[-]off award must be consistent with the Scale of
Time[-]Off Awards located in VA Handbook 5017, Part III, Appendix F.

6.  TITLE 5 [QUALITY STEP INCREASE(]QSIs)[ ].

a. Delegations.

(1) [NCA] Central Office.  The Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs; Deputy Under Secretary 
for Memorial Affairs; and the Director of Office of Field Programs, Office of Finance and 
Planning, Communication Management Service, Management Support Service, State 
Cemetery Grants Service, Office of Construction Management, Information Technology and 
Business Requirement Services are authorized to recommend and approve QSIs.

(2) Field Facilities.

(a) MSN directors are authorized to recommend and approve QSIs for all eligible 
employees.

(b) Cemetery directors may recommend QSIs and route to MSN directors for approval.

b. Restrictions.

(1) Only General Schedule employees appointed under title 5 are eligible to receive QSIs.

(2) A QSI may not be granted to an eligible employee who has received a QSI within the 
preceding 52 consecutive calendar weeks.

(3) A QSI may not be granted to an eligible employee who is in step 10 of the pay grade.

7.  ADDITIONAL DELEGATIONS.  Service directors and cemetery directors may delegate their           
     authority to recommend or approve (but not both) to the next lower level supervisor.  The award
     amount associated with this delegation will not exceed 75% of the original delegated authority.
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APPENDIX D.  [VETERANS BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION (]VBA[)] DELEGATION OF 
APPROVAL AUTHORITY FOR SPECIAL CONTRIBUTION, PERFORMANCE, SUGGESTION, AND 

TIME[-]OFF AWARDS; AND, QUALITY STEP INCREASES 

1. DEFINITIONS.

a. Special Contribution Award.  For the purpose of this handbook, a special contribution award
refers to a cash award given for a special contribution made by an individual or group of
individuals, for on-the-spot recognition, or for achievement of productivity/gainsharing/[goal
sharing] program.

b. Superior Performance Award.  A one-time cash award that may be granted to an employee
based on his/her [performance appraisal] rating of record provided that the rating of record is
at the fully successful level (or equivalent) or above.

c. Suggestion.  Employee suggestions are ideas that define a problem or objective, present a
solution or plan for improvement and tell how the solution will improve the efficiency, economy
or effectiveness of [G]overnment operations or otherwise benefit the [G]overnment.

d. Time[-]Off Award.  Time[-]off [a]wards are time off [from duty, granted in increments] from [1]
to 40 hours[,] in recognition of a specific contribution.

e. Title 5 Quality Step Increase (QSI).  A QSI is an increase to an employee’s rate of basic pay
from one step of the grade to the next step that is granted in recognition of excellence in
performance during the last appraisal cycle.  The purpose of a QSI is to recognize, on an
individual basis, consistently high achievers by granting faster than normal step increases.

2. SPECIAL CONTRIBUTION AWARDS.

a. Delegations.

(1) VBA Central Office.

(a) The Under Secretary for Benefits and Deputy Under Secretary for Benefits are
authorized to approve up to and including $7,500 for individual special contribution
awards and up to and including $25,000 for group special contribution awards so long
as no one employee receives more than $7,500.

(b) Associate Deputy Under Secretaries (Policy and Programs, Field Operations, and
Management), the Chief of Staff, the Chief Financial Officer and Area Directors (Central,
East, South and West) are authorized to approve up to and including $5,000 for
individual special contribution awards and up to and including $10,000 for group special
contribution awards so long as no one employee receives more than $5,000.
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(2) VBA Regional Offices. Regional, Service and Staff Office directors are authorized to 
approve up to and including $3,500 for an individual performance award. 

b. Restrictions 

(1) Performance awards may only be awarded if the rating of record is at the full successful 
level (or equivalent) or above. 

(2) Performance awards must make a meaningful distinctions based on levels of performance. 
Employees with higher rating of record must receive a higher dollar amount than those with 
lower ratings.
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(3)  Meaningful distinctions must be made at the level award decisions are made.  For example, if 
performance award decisions are made at the regional level then all awards within that regional level 
must reflect a meaningful distinction. 

 
4.  SUGGESTIONS AWARDS 
 
a. Delegations 

 
(1) VBA Central Office 

 
(a) The Under Secretary for Benefits and Deputy Under Secretary for Benefits, or their designees, 

are authorized to approve up to and including $10,000 for individual and group suggestion awards for 
employees. 

 
(b) Associate Deputy Under Secretaries (Policy and Programs, Field Operations, and Management), 

the Chief of Staff, the Chief Financial Officer and Area Directors (Central, East, South and West) are 
authorized to approve up to and including $5,000 for individual and group suggestion awards for 
employees. 

 
(2) VBA Regional Offices. Regional, Service and Staff Office directors are authorized to approve 

up to and including $1,000 for individual and group suggestion awards for employees. 
 

b. Restrictions 
 

(1) In order to qualify for a cash award, adopted suggestions must have measurable dollar benefits 
of at least $250, or intangible benefits of comparable value, or a combination of both. 

 
(2) In determining the amount of the award for adopted suggestions, the appropriate scale of awards 

in Appendix A to Part III of VA Handbook 5017 will be used. 
 

5.  TIME OFF AWARDS 
 

a. Delegations 
 

(1) VBA Central Office  
 

(a) The Under Secretary for Benefits or Deputy Under Secretary for Benefits, or their designees, 
are authorized to approve time off awards up to and including 40 hours for employees. 

 
(b)  Associate Deputy Under Secretaries (Policy and Programs, Field Operations, and Management), 

the Chief of Staff, the Chief Financial Officer and Area Directors (Central, East, South and West) are 
authorized to approve time off awards up to and including 32 hours for employees. 
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(2) VBA Regional Offices.  Regional, Service, and Staff Office directors are authorized to
approve time[-]off awards of up to and including 24 hours for employees.

b. Restrictions.

(1) Employees in the Senior Executive Service (SES) and equivalents appointed under title 5
are excluded from receiving time[-]off awards.

(2) The minimum time[-]off award is [1] hour[ ] and not more than 40 hours may be granted to
an employee for a specific contribution.

(3) The maximum amount of time off that may be granted to any employee during a 12-month
period is 80 hours and recipients must use the time[-]off award within [365] days.  [ ]
[Failure to use an award within 365 days after the date of approval will result in the
employee’s forfeiture of any unused portion of that award].

(4) The number of hours granted for a time[-]off award must be consistent with the Scale of
Time[-]Off Awards located in VA Handbook 5017, Part III, Appendix F.

6.  TITLE 5 [QUALITY STEP INCREASE(]QSIs)[ ].

a. Delegations

(1) VBA Central Office.

(a) The Under Secretary for Benefits or Deputy Under Secretary for Benefits, or their 
designees, are authorized to approve QSIs for title 5 employees in pay categories 
through the GS-15 level under their jurisdiction.

(b) Associate Deputy Under Secretaries (Policy and Programs, Field Operations, and 
Management), the Chief of Staff, the Chief Financial Officer, Area Directors (Central, 
East, South and West) and Regional Offices are authorized to approve QSIs for title 5 
employees in pay categories through the GS-15 level under their jurisdiction.

b. Restrictions.

(1) Only General Schedule employees appointed under title 5 are eligible to receive QSIs.

(2) A QSI may not be granted to an eligible employee who has received a QSI within the 
preceding 52 consecutive calendar weeks.

(3) A QSI may not be granted to an eligible employee who is in step 10 of the pay grade.
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APPENDIX A. AMOUNTS OF [MONETARY] AWARDS 
[FOR NON-RATING BASED CONTRIBUTIONS] 

1. [AWARD CALCULATIONS.] The extent to which an employee or group of 
employees [contributes] in support of VA’s mission and the value of that contribution 
are the bases for granting a [non-rating based] monetary award. Such awards are 
calculated using the appropriate table(s) on the [following] pages [of this appendix]. 

a. Tangible benefits are specific monetary savings that can be calculated. When 
used as the basis for determining a [monetary] award, tangible benefits are 
calculated based on an estimate of savings for the first full year. When there are 
significant nonrecurring costs involved in implementation, the amount of the 
award may be based on an average of the estimated net benefits over a period 
of up to 5 years. 

b. Intangible benefits measure the value of a suggestion or contribution when the 
worth cannot be calculated in dollars and considers such factors as value or 
significance of the contribution, and extent of application and impact. The values 
outlined on the following Scale of Awards Based on Intangible Benefits reflects 
the maximum amount that an individual employee may be given for a [non-rating 
based monetary] award based on the value of the benefit and the extent of the 
application. If a group [non-rating based monetary] award is given, no one 
employee may receive more than the amount reflected on the scale. 
Additionally, the amount of the award cannot exceed the amount delegated to 
the approving official or the award recommendation must be sent to a higher-
level official for approval.  

c. The minimum [monetary] award that may be granted [ ] is $[100].  

d. A [monetary] award [ ] is a lump-sum award[,] which is in addition to the regular 
pay of the recipient and is subject to the withholding of income and Medicare 
taxes. [Monetary awards will not be grossed up because the award amount 
given is based upon the value and benefit of the contribution made in 
accordance with the scale of awards. (See Part I of this handbook for 
information about grossing up non-monetary awards.)] 

e. When a [monetary] award is authorized for a group of employees[ ], each 
contributing employee may share in the award equally or in shares proportionate 
to each employee’s participation[ ]. 

f. Exceptions to application of the scales of awards may be made as follows:  

(1) A properly calculated [non-rating based monetary] award for a group of 
employees may be increased by a reasonable amount if it would not
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provide a meaningful award (at least [$100] per employee) when divided 
among the recipients; or 

(2) A properly calculated [non-rating based monetary] award for an employee 
whose contribution falls directly within job requirements, but [the 
contribution] is so outstanding that it warrants a [monetary] award, may be 
reduced [to no less than $100].  

2. [LEGAL AUTHORITIES. 

a. 5 U.S.C. § 4503 

b. 5 C.F.R. § 451.103 

c. 38 U.S.C. § 706(c)] 

[ ] 
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[TABLE 1. SCALE OF AWARDS BASED ON TANGIBLE BENEFITS 

1. A full chart with completed calculations is available on the Office of the Chief Human 
Capital Office, Employee Relations and Performance Management SharePoint 
under Awards. 

2. Effective October 1, 2027, all individual monetary awards in excess of $10,000 must 
be approved by OPM unless VA’s authority to grant awards up to $25,000 without 
OPM’s approval is extended. 

3. All monetary awards in excess of $25,000 must be approved by the White House.] 

TABLE 2. SCALE OF AWARDS BASED ON INTANGIBLE BENEFITS 

1. Local impact affects: 

a. One or more field facilities or Central Office organizational elements or staff 
office, or 

b. A minor change or correction of a VA form, policy, or procedure that has at least 
a moderate impact, or 

c. Optional use of an idea or procedure, or  

d. Minor change in the areas of technology or automation that has at least a 
moderate impact. 

2. Regional impact affects: 

a. A majority of sites within a network, region, or 

b. Multiple Central Office organizations, or 

c. Ideas approved for optional use in the Department or an administration, or 

d. Important area of technology or automation. 

3. General impact affects: 

a. More than one network, or region, or 

b. Has impact VA-wide or beyond. 

https://dvagov.sharepoint.com/sites/OCHCOER/SitePages/awards.aspx
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VALUE OF BENEFIT LOCAL 
IMPACT 

REGIONAL 
IMPACT 

GENERAL 
IMPACT 

MODERATE. Change or contribution to 
an operating principle, practice, 
procedure or program of limited impact 
or use. 

Up to $2,500 Up to $5,000 Up to $7,500 

SUBSTANTIAL. Significant or 
important change, contribution to, or 
modification of an operating principle, 
practice, procedure or program or 
service to the public. 

Up to $5,000 Up to $7,500 Up to 
$12,500* 

EXCEPTIONAL. Complete revision or 
initiation of a major policy, practice or 
procedure that has significant impact on 
VA’s mission. Major improvement in the 
quality of a critical product, activity, 
program or service to the public. 

Up to $7,500 Up to 
$12,500* 

Up to 
$25,000** 

*Effective October 1, 2027, all individual monetary awards in excess of $10,000 must be 
approved by OPM.  
**All monetary awards in excess of $25,000 must be submitted through the Secretary to 
OPM to be approved by the White House. 

NOTE: $100 is the minimum dollar amount that may be awarded.] 























July 15, 2020 VA Handbook 5017/17 
 PART III 
 APPENDIX F 
 

III-F-1 

APPENDIX F.  TIME[-]OFF AWARDS 
 

1. GENERAL PROVISIONS. 
 
a. Time[-]off awards may be granted to an individual or group of employees for contributions that 

benefit the Department. 
 

b. The amount of a time[-]off award is subject to the following: 
 
(1) The minimum time[-]off award is [one] hour[ ]. 

 
(2) Time[-]off awards will be granted in increments of one hour. 

 
(3) Not more than 40 hours may be granted to an employee for a specific contribution. 

 
(4) The maximum amount of time off that may be granted to any employee during a 12[-]month 

period is 80 hours. 
 

(5) Time off must be used by the employee in increments of one hour[ ]. 
 

c. Each time[-]off award must be used within 365 days after the date on which it was approved. 
Failure to use an award within 365 days after the date of approval will result in the employee’s 
forfeiture of any unused portion of the award.  To avoid possible forfeiture, management 
should allow the employee time to utilize the award within the prescribed timeframe. 
 

d. Time[-]off awards may be transferred when an employee changes jobs or organizations within 
VA.  Time[-]off awards may not be transferred to another Federal agency if an employee 
leaves VA and, likewise, time off will be forfeited upon an employee's separation from VA and 
may not be treated as annual leave for lump sum payment purposes.  Time off may not be 
recredited to a former employee if reemployed by VA. 

 
e. Time[-]off awards may not, under any circumstances, be converted to a cash payment [ ] to an 

employee or group of employees. 
 
2. COVERAGE.  Except as provided in VA Handbook 5017, Part III, paragraph 3, employees who earn 

leave under the provisions of 5 U.S.C.[ ] [C]hapter 63 or 38 U.S.C.[ ] [C]hapter 74 and VA Handbook 
5011, Hours of Duty and Leave. 
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3. EXCLUSIONS.  Employees in the Senior Executive Service [(SES)] and equivalents appointed 
under title 5 or title 38. 

 
4. DETERMINING TIME[-]OFF AWARDS. 

 
a. Time[-]off awards may be used in conjunction with special use award programs.  The time[-]off 

award may be granted in addition to any monetary or honorary award already provided for in 
the design of the program.  Time off may be combined with other awards in accordance with 
Part I, para[graph] 4 of this handbook. 
 

b. When using time off to supplement a cash award, care should be taken to ensure that total 
recognition is commensurate with the contribution. 
 

c. In determining the amount of time off to grant in recognition of a single contribution or for 
sustained high-level achievement, use the scale at the end of this appendix. 
 

5. ADDITIONAL RESPONSIBILITIES. 
 
a. To the extent possible, management should ensure that time off granted as an incentive is 

used promptly both to reinforce the motivational value of this form of recognition and to ensure 
that the employee does not have to forfeit his or her time[-]off award. 
 

b. In granting this form of recognition, management should weigh organizational priorities to 
ensure that the employee will have an opportunity to use the number of hours of time off being 
awarded within the period available for its use. 
 

6. SCHEDULING, RECORDING AND ACCOUNTING FOR TIME OFF. 
 
a. Although time off is not a category of leave, current procedures for requesting and scheduling 

use of discretionary leave (i.e., annual leave, leave without pay) will apply to time[-]off awards.  
At a minimum, employees must request time off and obtain supervisory approval for absence 
in advance of its use.  Action on each request will be made in consideration of factors which 
are normally considered in granting discretionary leave. 
 

b. Each time[-]off award granted must be recorded and tracked separately to ensure use by its 
expiration date.[ ]
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SCALE OF TIME[-]OFF AWARDS 
 

VALUE TO ORGANIZATION NUMBER OF HOURS 

MODERATE 

Change or contribution to an 
operating principle, practice, 
procedure or program of limited 
impact or use. 
 

Up to 12 

[Overall 
Performance/Proficiency Rating 
of at least Fully 
Successful/Satisfactory. 
 
NOTE:  For title 5/hybrid-title 
38 employees, the rating must 
include the attainment of an 
exceptional achievement level 
on at least one critical element 
to be eligible.] 

SUBSTANTIAL 

Significant or important change, 
contribution to or modification 
of an operating principle, 
practice, procedure or program 
or service to the public. 
 

Up to 24 

[Overall 
Performance/Proficiency Rating 
of at least Excellent/Highly 
Satisfactory.] 

EXCEPTIONAL 

Complete revision or initiation 
of a major policy, practice or 
procedure that has significant 
impact on VA's mission. Major 
improvement in the quality of a 
critical product, activity, 
program or service to the 
public. 
 

Up to 40 

[Overall Performance/ 
Proficiency Rating of at least 
Outstanding.] 
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PART V. TITLE 38 [AND HYBRID-TITLE 38] SPECIAL ADVANCEMENTS  
[FOR ACHIEVEMENT AND PERFORMANCE] AND  

[OTHER MONETARY] AWARDS 

1. SCOPE.This part contains policies, procedures and guidelines governing the 
advancement of optometrists, chiropractors, registered nurses, nurse anesthetists, 
physician assistants and expanded-function dental auxiliaries appointed under 
authority of 38 U.S.C. § 7401(1) or § 7405(a); and hybrid-title 38 employees 
appointed under 38 U.S.C. § 7401(3) or § 7405(a)(1)(B). Excluded are physicians, 
dentists, [ ] podiatrists [and chiefs of staff] appointed under 38 U.S.C. § 7401(1) and 
§ 7405(a)(1); [ ] medical and dental residents appointed under 38 U.S.C. § 7406; 
and health care executives[, including facility directors,] appointed under 38 U.S.C. § 
7306 or § 7401(4). 

2. REFERENCES. 

a. VA Directive 5017, Employee Recognition and Awards. 

b. 38 U.S.C., Chapters 73 and 74. 

3. OFFICIALS AUTHORIZED TO APPROVE ADVANCEMENTS. The Under 
Secretary for Health, or a designee, shall approve all advancements of employees 
covered by this part. (See Appendix A of this part.) 

4. CRITERIA FOR SPECIAL ADVANCEMENTS FOR ACHIEVEMENT (SAA) FOR 
CERTAIN TITLE 38 EMPLOYEES. 

a. Full-time, part-time, and intermittent, optometrists, chiropractors, registered 
nurses, nurse anesthetists, physician assistants and expanded-function dental 
auxiliaries appointed under 38 U.S.C. § 7401(1) or § 7405(a) may be advanced 
within grade from one to five steps, on the basis of professional achievement 
above that expected for the grade level or assignment, provided that they have 
demonstrated a high level of performance and assumption of greater 
responsibility, as outlined in paragraph b below. 

b. The following is a list of the types of professional accomplishment[s eligible for 
an SAA], and the criteria required. An employee is not eligible for an SAA if the 
professional accomplishment was achieved prior to appointment or as a result of 
VA funding, e.g., paying for training, paying for certification. 

(1) Certification. Evidence of attainment of certification by an appropriate 
national certifying body, unless such certification is a condition of 
employment with VA for the current position held; is a qualification 
requirement for promotion to a higher grade; or is used to justify a higher-
level grade or assignment. An employee may only receive an SAA for 
attainment of specialty certification the first time that it is received; it cannot 
be granted for a renewal or after a lapse in the certification. 
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(a) A technically appropriate certification must meet all of the criteria 
below: 

i Be issued by a national certifying body; and 

ii Required attendance, virtually or in person, at a training class or 
self-taught coursework/reading or other training required by the 
national certifying body; and 

iii Contain evidence that the employee passed a test at the end of the 
training program or successfully passed an examination as part of 
the certification process. 

NOTE: Local, state, or regional certification programs and 
certification for work experience based upon receipt of another 
certification is not acceptable. 

(b) Documentation of the criteria in paragraphs 4.b.(1)(a)i through iii of 
this part must be included in the request for an SAA. 

(c) Supervisor’s Endorsement: The supervisor must indicate in the 
written submission in support of the SAA:  

i That at the time of the achievement and at the time of the SAA 
recommendation, the employee is performing at an 
Excellent/Highly Satisfactory or Outstanding level. The most recent 
rating of record is not sufficient to support this requirement unless 
it was issued within the past 30 calendar days; and  

ii How the knowledge gained by obtaining the certification will benefit 
VA and/or the duties that are being assumed for which the 
certification was obtained. Examples of these accomplishments 
must be provided; and  

iii How the employee will apply the knowledge in the performance of 
[their] current job duties.  

(2) Election to Office. An employee may receive an SAA after serving a 
minimum of one term in an office in a professional organization, at the state 
or national level, in recognition of significant and distinguished 
contributions to the employee’s occupation. An employee may only receive 
one SAA for serving in a professional organization regardless of the 
number of offices held within that organization, e.g., treasurer, secretary, 
vice-president, president. For example, an employee who serves as the 
treasurer for a state professional organization may be eligible for an SAA. If 
they receive an SAA for serving as the treasurer, they are not eligible for 
an SAA for subsequently serving as the secretary. However, if they serve 
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as secretary for a national organization, they may be eligible for an SAA 
since it is a different organization. 

(a) A technically appropriate accomplishment must:  

i Include a letter from the professional organization appointing the 
employee to office for a designated period of time; and  

ii Include specific information about the employee’s 
accomplishments made while serving in office with the 
confirmation of these accomplishments by the 
Chairperson/President, or other appropriate official if the employee 
is serving as the Chairperson/President of the professional 
organization; and  

iii Include information confirming the employee has completed at 
least one term in the office of the professional organization.  

(b) Documentation of the criteria in paragraphs 4.b.(2)(a)i through iii of 
this part must be included in the request for an SAA.  

(c) This award will only be given after completion of at least one term. 
Only one SAA will be issued for this accomplishment, regardless of 
the number of terms served.  

(d) Supervisor’s Endorsement: The supervisor must indicate in the 
written submission in support of the SAA:  

i That during the duration of the term with the professional 
organization and at the time of the SAA recommendation, the 
employee is performing at an Excellent/Highly Satisfactory or 
Outstanding level. Previous ratings of record may be used to 
support this level of rating during the term in which they served; 
and  

ii The employee’s current level of performance unless the most 
recent rating of record was issued within the past 30 calendar 
days; and  

iii How the employee’s accomplishments while serving with the 
professional organization have benefited VA. Examples of these 
accomplishments must be provided.  

(3) Appointment to State Licensing Board (SLB) or National 
Certifying/Accrediting Body. An employee may receive an SAA after 
serving a minimum of one term on a[n] SLB or with a National 
Certifying/Accrediting Body related to the practice of the employee’s 
occupation. The employee may only receive one SAA for serving on an 
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SLB or National Certifying/Accrediting Body regardless of the number of 
offices held within each organization, e.g., treasurer, secretary, vice[-
]president, president. For example, an employee who serves as the 
treasurer for a[n] SLB may be eligible for an SAA. If [they] receive[ ] a[n] 
SAA for serving as the treasurer [they are] not eligible for an SAA for 
subsequently serving as the secretary. However, if [they] serve[ ] as 
secretary for a National Certifying/Accrediting Body, they may be eligible 
for an SAA since it is a different organization. 

(a) A technically appropriate accomplishment must:

i Include a letter from the SLB or National Certifying/Accrediting
Body appointing the employee to the position for a designated 
period of time; and  

ii Include specific information about the employee’s 
accomplishments made while serving in office with the 
confirmation of these accomplishments by the 
Chairperson/President, or other appropriate official if the employee 
is serving as the Chairperson/President of the SLB or National 
Certifying/Accrediting Body; and  

iii Include information confirming the employee has completed at 
least one term in the SLB or National Certifying/Accrediting Body. 

(b) Documentation of the criteria in paragraphs 4.b.(3)(a)i through iii of
this part must be included in the request for an SAA.

(c) The employee cannot receive consideration for an SAA until they
have completed at least one term on an SLB or National
Certifying/Accrediting Body. Only one SAA will be issued for this
accomplishment, regardless of the number of terms served.

(d) Supervisor’s Endorsement: The supervisor must indicate in the
written submission in support of the SAA:

i That during the duration of the term with the SLB or the National
Certifying/Accrediting Body and at the time of the SAA 
recommendation, the employee is performing at an 
Excellent/Highly Satisfactory or Outstanding level. Previous ratings 
of record may be used to support this level of rating during the 
term in which the employee served; and  

ii The employee’s current level of performance unless the most 
recent rating of record was issued within the past 30 calendar 
days; and  
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iii How the employee’s accomplishments while serving on the SLB or 
with the National Certifying/Accrediting Body have benefited VA. 
Examples of these accomplishments must be provided.  

(4) Published Research. Independently producing or serving as a principal
assistant or major contributing member of a research project that advances
patient care or health care and authors or co-authors results in a national
or international journal.

(a) A technically appropriate achievement in research must:

i Include a copy of the national or international publication
containing the article resulting from the research project, ensuring 
that it demonstrates the employee was the author or co-author; 
and  

ii Include sufficient information to explain how the research 
advances patient care or health care; and 

iii Include the name and role of the employee in the journal article 
with sufficient information to demonstrate they independently 
produced or were serving as the principal assistant or a major 
contributing member of the research.  

(b) Documentation of the criteria in paragraph 4.b.(4)(a)i through iii of this
part must be included in the request for an SAA.

(c) Supervisor’s Endorsement: The supervisor must indicate in the
written submission in support of the SAA:

i That at the time of the achievement and at the time of the SAA
recommendation, the employee is performing at an 
Excellent/Highly Satisfactory or Outstanding level. The most recent 
rating of record is not sufficient to support this requirement unless 
it was issued within the past 30 calendar days; and  

ii How the knowledge gained by conducting or participating in the 
research project benefits VA; and 

iii How the employee will apply the knowledge gained in the 
performance of [their] job duties. 

(5) Education. Attainment of a higher level of academic achievement than that
required for the occupation unless such education is a condition of
employment with VA for the current position held, or is a qualification
requirement for promotion to a higher grade, or is used to justify a
promotion to a higher-level grade or assignment, regardless of whether in
the same occupation or another occupation within the VA.
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(a) A technically appropriate academic achievement must be:

i From an educational institute of higher learning accredited by the
U.S. Department of Education; and 

ii In a health care field related to the individual’s current occupation 
with VA. 

(b) Documentation of the criteria in paragraph 4.b.(5)(a)i and ii of this
part must be included in the request for an SAA.

(c) Supervisor’s Endorsement: The supervisor must indicate in the
written submission in support of SAA:

i That at the time of the achievement and at the time of the SAA
recommendation, the employee is performing at an 
Excellent/Highly Satisfactory or Outstanding level. The most recent 
rating of record is not sufficient to support this requirement unless 
it was issued within the past 30 calendar days; and 

ii How the knowledge gained by obtaining the higher level of 
education will benefit VA; and 

iii How the employee will apply the knowledge in the performance of 
[their] job duties. 

(6) Professional Award. Receipt of a non-monetary professional award, at
the state or national level, in recognition of significant contributions to the
employee’s field of expertise.

(a) A technically appropriate professional award must:

i Include a copy of the nomination for the professional award, which
must provide sufficient information to explain the employee’s 
significant contribution to the employee’s field of expertise; and 

ii Be a professional award given at the state or national level. 

(b) Documentation of the criteria in 4.b.(6)(a)i and ii of this part must be
included in the request for an SAA.

(c) Supervisor’s Endorsement: The supervisor must indicate in the
written submission in support of the SAA:

i That at the time of the achievement and at the time of the SAA
recommendation, the employee is performing at an 
Excellent/Highly Satisfactory or Outstanding level. The most recent 



VA Handbook 5017/21 
Part V 

 July 26, 2024 

rating of record is not sufficient to support this requirement unless
it was issued within the past 30 calendar days; and 

ii How the employee’s professional contribution that warranted state 
or national recognition through the issuance of an award benefits 
VA. Examples of these contributions must be provided; and 

iii How the employee will apply the knowledge gained in the 
performance of their job duties. 

b. Number of Steps. A step increase not only increases an employee’s basic pay
but also increases the cost of retirement benefits and Federal Government life
insurance for covered employees, and often results in a higher basic pay
adjustment upon promotion of the employee. Since a step increase represents
an increase in basic pay, this type of recognition may increase an organization’s
budget well into the future. Therefore, the [approving official] must be fiscally
responsible when [ ] [approving] the number of steps to be granted for each
achievement and must carefully assess the value of the employee’s contribution
to the Agency and its mission. Additionally, the relationship between the number
of steps to be granted and amount of pay for each step should also be
considered when granting SAAs. A four- or five-step advancement should only
be granted in extremely unusual situations when the achievement is deemed to
be an exceptional contribution to the Agency and its mission.

c. Top Step of the Grade. Employees at the top step of their grade cannot receive
a step increase. Therefore, for those employees who are at the top step of their
grade and who also meet all of the criteria for an SAA, the [recommending
official] will make a recommendation to the approving official (see Appendix A of
this part) as to the amount of a monetary award that may be appropriate based
on the value of the employee’s contribution to the Agency and its mission. Only
employees at the top step of their grade may receive a monetary award in lieu of
an SAA. Registered nurses[,] certified registered nurse anesthetists [and
physician assistants] who obtain a specialty certification and are at the top step
of the grade will only be granted a monetary award under the provisions of
paragraph 10(b) of this part; they are not eligible for a monetary award in lieu of
an SAA for obtaining a specialty certification. All monetary awards will be
documented on VA Form 4659.

d. Criteria. [ ] [L]ocal facilities may develop criteria to assist with the consistency of
application when [management officials] recommend the awarding of SAAs.
However, servicing Human Resources (HR) offices are responsible for ensuring
all criteria are met for each award submission.

e. Discretion. Approving officials may approve or disapprove awards, at their
discretion, for non-discriminatory reasons, e.g., budget limitations, disagreement
with the value of the contribution made by the employee to the Agency or its
mission.

V-7 

https://vaww.va.gov/vaforms/download.asp?id=4812
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[ ] 

[5.] CRITERIA FOR [ ] SAA FOR HYBRID-TITLE 38 EMPLOYEES. 

a. Full-time, part-time, and intermittent hybrid-title 38 employees appointed under
38 U.S.C. § 7401(3) or § 7405(a)(1)(B) may be advanced within grade from one
to five steps, on the basis of professional achievement above that expected for
the grade level or assignment, provided that they have demonstrated a high
level of performance and assumption of greater responsibility as outlined in
paragraph b. below. All SAA nominations for hybrid-title 38 employees will be
submitted on VA Form 4659, with appropriate justification attached.

b. The following is a list of the types of professional accomplishment that may be
achieved, and the criteria required. An employee is not eligible for an SAA if the
professional accomplishment was achieved prior to appointment or as a result of
VA funding, e.g.[,] paying for training, paying for certification.

(1) Certification. Evidence of attainment of certification by an appropriate
national certifying body, unless such certification is a condition of
employment with VA for the current position held, or is a qualification
requirement for promotion to a higher grade, or is used to justify a higher-
level grade or assignment. An employee may only receive an SAA for
attainment of specialty certification the first time that it is received; it cannot
be granted for a renewal or after a lapse in the certification.

(a) A technically appropriate certification must meet all the criteria below:

i Be issued by a national certifying body; and

ii Have included attendance virtually, or in person at a training class,
or self-taught coursework/reading; and 

iii Contain evidence that the employee passed a test at the end of the 
training program or successfully passed an examination as part of 
the certification process.  

NOTE: Local, state, or regional certification programs and 
certification for work experience or based upon receipt of another 
certification is not acceptable.  

(b) Documentation of the criteria in paragraphs [5].b.(1)(a)i through iii of
this part must be included in the request for an SAA.

(c) Supervisor’s Endorsement: The supervisor must indicate in the
written submission in support of the SAA:

i That at the time of the achievement and at the time of the SAA
recommendation, the employee is performing at an 
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Excellent/Highly Satisfactory or Outstanding level. The most recent 
rating of record is not sufficient to support this requirement unless 
it was issued within the past 30 calendar days; and  

ii How the knowledge gained by obtaining the certification will be of 
benefit to VA and/or the duties that are being assumed for which 
the certification was obtained. Examples of these accomplishments 
must be provided; and  

iii How the employee will apply the knowledge in the performance of 
[their] current job duties.  

(2) Election to Office. An employee may receive an SAA after serving for a 
minimum of one term in an office in a professional organization at the state 
or national level, in recognition of significant and distinguished 
contributions to the employee’s occupation. An employee may only receive 
one SAA for serving in a professional organization regardless of the 
number of offices held within that organization, e.g., treasurer, secretary, 
vice-president, president. For example, an employee who serves as the 
treasurer for a state professional organization may be eligible for an SAA. If 
[they] receive[ ] an SAA for serving as the treasurer, they are not eligible 
for an SAA for subsequently serving as the secretary. However, if [they] 
serve[s] as secretary for a national organization, [they] may be eligible for 
an SAA since it is a different organization. 

(a) A technically appropriate accomplishment must:  

i Include a letter from the professional organization appointing the 
employee to office for a designated period; and  

ii Include specific information about the employee’s 
accomplishments made while serving in office with the 
confirmation of these accomplishments by the 
Chairperson/President, or other appropriate official if the employee 
is serving as the Chairperson/President of the professional 
organization; and  

iii Include information confirming the employee has completed at 
least one term in the office of the professional organization.  

(b) Documentation of the criteria in paragraphs [5].b.(2)(a)i through iii of 
this part must be included in the request for an SAA.  

(c) This award will only be given after completion of at least one term. 
Only one SAA will be issued for this accomplishment, regardless of 
the number of terms served.  
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(d) Supervisor’s Endorsement: The supervisor must indicate in the 
written submission in support of the SAA:  

i That during the duration of the term with the professional 
organization and at the time of the SAA recommendation, the 
employee is performing at an Excellent/Highly Satisfactory or 
Outstanding level. Previous ratings of record may be used to 
support this level of rating during the term in which the employee 
served; and  

ii The employee’s current level of performance unless the most 
recent rating of record was issued within the past 30 calendar 
days; and  

iii How the employee’s accomplishments while serving with the 
professional organization have benefited VA. Examples of these 
accomplishments must be provided.  

(3) Appointment to [ ] SLB or National Certifying/Accrediting Body. An 
employee may receive an SAA after serving a minimum of one term on a 
SLB or with a National Certifying/Accrediting Body related to the practice of 
the employee’s occupation. The employee may only receive one SAA for 
serving on a[n] SLB or National Certifying/Accrediting Body regardless of 
the number of offices held within each organization, e.g., treasurer, 
secretary, vice-president, president. For example, an employee who serves 
as the treasurer for an SLB may be eligible for an SAA. If they receive a 
SAA for serving as the treasurer, [they are] not eligible for an SAA for 
subsequently serving as the secretary. However, if [they] serve [ ] as 
secretary for a National Certifying/Accrediting Body, [they] may be eligible 
for an SAA since it is a different organization. 

(a) A technically appropriate accomplishment must:  

i Include a letter from the SLB or National Certifying/Accrediting 
Body appointing the employee to the position for a designated 
period; and  

ii Include specific information about the employee’s 
accomplishments made while serving in office with the 
confirmation of these accomplishments by the 
Chairperson/President, or other appropriate official if the employee 
is serving as the Chairperson/President of the SLB or National 
Certifying/Accrediting Body.  

iii Include information confirming the employee has completed at 
least one term in the SLB or National Certifying/Accrediting Body.  
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(b) Documentation of the criteria in paragraphs [5].b.(3)(a)i through iii of
this part must be included in the request for an SAA.

(c) The employee cannot receive consideration for an SAA until [they
have] completed at least one term on an SLB or National
Certifying/Accrediting Body. Only one SAA will be issued for this
accomplishment, regardless of the number of terms served.

(d) Supervisor’s Endorsement: The supervisor must indicate in the
written submission in support of the SAA:

i That during the duration of the term with the SLB or the National
Certifying/Accrediting Body and at the time of the SAA 
recommendation, the employee is performing at an 
Excellent/Highly Satisfactory or Outstanding level. Previous ratings 
of record may be used to support this level of rating during the 
term in which the employee served; and  

ii The employee’s current level of performance unless the most 
recent rating of record was issued within the past 30 calendar 
days; and  

iii How the employee’s accomplishments while serving on the SLB or 
with the National Certifying/Accrediting Body have benefited VA. 
Examples of these accomplishments must be provided.  

(4) Published Research. Independently producing or serving as a principal
assistant or major contributing member of a research project that advances
patient care or health care and authors or co-authors results in a national
or international journal.

(a) A technically appropriate achievement in research must:

i Include a copy of the national or international publication
containing the article resulting from the research project, ensuring 
that it demonstrates the employee was the author or co-author; 
and  

ii Include sufficient information to explain how the research 
advances patient care or health care; and 

iii Include the name and role of the employee in the journal article 
with sufficient information to demonstrate they independently 
produced or were serving as the principal assistant or a major 
contributing member of the research.  

(b) Documentation of the criteria in paragraph [5].b.(4)(a)i through iii of
this part must be included in the request for an SAA.
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(c) Supervisor’s Endorsement: The supervisor must indicate in the
written submission in support of the SAA:

i That at the time of the achievement and at the time of the SAA
recommendation, the employee is performing at an 
Excellent/Highly Satisfactory or Outstanding level. The most recent 
rating of record is not sufficient to support this requirement unless 
it was issued within the past 30 calendar days; and 

ii How the knowledge gained by conducting or participating in the 
research project benefits VA; and 

iii How the employee will apply the knowledge gained in the 
performance of [their] job duties. 

(5) Education. Attainment of a higher level of academic achievement than that
required for the occupation unless such education is a condition of
employment with VA for the current position held, or is a qualification
requirement for promotion to a higher grade, or is used to justify a
promotion to a higher-level grade or assignment, regardless of whether in
the same occupation or another occupation within the VA.

(a) A technically appropriate academic achievement must be:

i From an educational institute of higher learning accredited by the
U.S. Department of Education; and 

ii In a health care field related to the individual’s current occupation 
with VA. 

(b) Documentation of the criteria in paragraph 4.b.(5)(a)i and ii of this
part must be included in the request for an SAA.

(c) Supervisor’s Endorsement: The supervisory must indicate in the
written submission in support of the SAA:

i That at the time of the achievement and at the time of the SAA
recommendation the employee is performing at an Excellent/Highly 
Satisfactory or Outstanding level. The most recent rating of record 
is not sufficient to support this requirement unless it was issued 
within the past 30 calendar days; and  

ii How the knowledge gained by obtaining the higher level of 
education will benefit VA; and 

iii How the employee will apply the knowledge in the performance of 
[their] job duties. 
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(6) Professional Award. Receipt of a non-monetary professional award, at
the state or national level, in recognition of significant contributions to the
employee’s field of expertise.

(a) A technically appropriate professional award must:

i Include a copy of the nomination for the professional award, which
must provide sufficient information to explain the employee’s 
significant contribution to the employee’s field of expertise; and 

ii Be a professional award given at the state or national level. 

(b) Documentation of the criteria in paragraph [5].b.(6)(a)i and ii of this
part must be included in the request for an SAA.

(c) Supervisor’s Endorsement: The supervisor must indicate in the
written submission in support of the SAA:

i That at the time of the achievement and at the time of the SAA
recommendation, the employee is performing at an 
Excellent/Highly Satisfactory or Outstanding level. The most recent 
rating of record is not sufficient to support this requirement unless 
it was issued within the past 30 calendar days; and 

ii How the employee’s professional contribution that warranted state 
or national recognition through the issuance of an award benefits 
VA. Examples of these contributions must be provided; and 

iii How the employee will apply the knowledge gained in the 
performance of [their] job duties. 

c. Number of Steps. A step increase not only increases an employee’s basic pay
but also increases the cost of retirement benefits and Government life insurance
for covered employees, and often results in a higher basic pay adjustment upon
promotion of the employee. Since a step increase represents an increase in
basic pay, this type of recognition may increase an organization’s budget well
into the future. Additionally, the relationship between the number of steps to be
granted and the amount of pay for each step should also be considered when
granting SAAs. A four- or five-step advancement should only be granted in
extremely unusual situations when the achievement is deemed to be an
exceptional contribution to the Agency and its mission.

d. Top Step of the Grade. Employees at the top step of their grade cannot receive
a step increase. Therefore, the approving official may grant a [monetary] award,
appropriate with the value of the employee’s contribution to the Agency and its
mission, to those employees who are at the top step of their grade and who also
meet the criteria for an SAA. Only employees at the top step of their grade may
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receive a [monetary] award in lieu of an SAA. All [monetary] awards will be 
documented on VA Form 4659. 

e. Criteria. Local facilities may develop criteria to assist with the consistency of
application when awarding an SAA. However, [servicing HR] offices are
responsible for ensuring [ ] all [ ] criteria are met for each award submission.

f. Discretion. Approving officials may approve or disapprove awards, at their
discretion, for non-discriminatory reasons, e.g., budget limitations, disagreement
with the value of the contribution made by the employee to the [A]gency or its
mission.

[6.] PROCESSING AND DOCUMENTING [ ] SAA FOR [TITLE 38 AND] HYBRID-
TITLE 38 EMPLOYEES. 

Employees will typically submit evidence of professional accomplishment within 14 
calendar days after obtaining achievement, but documentation may be accepted up 
to 30 calendar days after the achievement when extenuating circumstances exist, 
e.g., lengthy illness, inability to get documentation from certifying body.

NOTE: Agency budget limitations are not an extenuating circumstance. Facilities 
should appropriately allocate and manage the annual award budget so that 
deserving employees are recognized throughout the fiscal year. Lack of funding at 
the time of achievement will not result in the employee being recognized at a later 
date when funds become available.  

a. The immediate supervisor, or higher-level official, will review the employee’s
submission and within 14 calendar days:

(1) Make a determination as to whether or not to support the employee’s
submission with a formal recommendation for an SAA. (NOTE: This
determination by the immediate supervisor or higher-level official is
discretionary.)

(2) Consult with Fiscal or [HR] to determine if the award budget allows for
award recognition and compliance with local award policies; and

(3) If the criteria for the award are met and funding is available, make a
recommendation including the appropriate justification as outlined in
paragraph 4 of this part.

b. The award nomination and all required justification and documentation attached
will be forwarded to the service chief or equivalent, or Chief of Staff or Associate
Director or Associate Director for Patient Care Services, who will submit it to
[HR] so that it will be received no later than 30 calendar days after the
achievement, or 60 calendar days after the achievement when extenuating
circumstances exist, e.g., supervisor was on extended leave or additional
information from the employee was needed.
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c. [HR] will conduct an initial technical review of the award prior to submission to
the approving official to ensure that all information has been provided by the
employee and supervisor, and the policy requirements have been met. Any
additional information obtained by [HR] during the technical review process will
be attached to the award nomination. If the award submission does not meet
technical requirements due to lack of justification provided by the immediate
supervisor, it will be returned to the supervisor within seven calendar days with
an explanation of what information is needed or why technical requirements
have not been met. Otherwise, if the award meets technical requirements, [HR]
will submit the nomination to the approving official within seven calendar days
following receipt of the award submission and document on VA Form 4659 that
an [HR] technical review occurred prior to submission.

d. The approving official (See Appendix A of this part) will make a final decision on
granting the recommended award and the number of steps to be granted. The
approving official will complete and sign VA Form 4659. After the approving
official signs VA Form 4659, [HR] will contact the supervisor to initiate an SF-52
for the number of steps approved for the SAA. In the event the employee is at
the top step of the grade and a [monetary] award is granted in lieu of a step
increase, an SF-52 is not necessary.

e. Upon approval of the SAA by the approving official, the SAA will be processed in
a timely manner and effective the pay period following the date signed by the
approving official.

f. Approving officials may approve or disapprove SAAs, at their discretion, for non-
discriminatory reasons, e.g., budget limitations, disagreement with the value of
the contribution made by the employee to the [A]gency or its mission.

[7.] CRITERIA FOR SPECIAL ADVANCEMENT FOR PERFORMANCE (SAP). 

a. Consideration. Full-time, part-time, and intermittent optometrists, chiropractors, 
registered nurses, nurse anesthetists, physician assistants, and expanded-
function dental auxiliaries who have demonstrated a sustained high level of 
performance and professional competence over and above that normally 
expected of employees in the particular grade and profession, or who have 
made noted contributions in some phase of their profession, may be considered 
for SAPs. Hybrid-title 38 positions may be considered in accordance with 
paragraph [7].d. of this part.
NOTE: Supervisors and managers may only be considered for SAPs at the end 
of the Executive Career Field rating cycle. (See VA Handbook 5013, 
Performance Management System, Part I, and Appendix A of Part I.)

b. Optometrists and Chiropractors. At the time an optometrist or chiropractor is 
eligible for an established periodic step increase, [they] may be eligible for a 
two-step SAP in lieu of the periodic step increase. (See NOTE below.) The 
employee
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must have demonstrated a sustained high level of performance and 
demonstrate exceptional skills and aptitudes in the care and treatment of 
patients. 

c. Registered Nurses, Physician Assistants, Nurse Anesthetists and
Expanded-Function Dental Auxiliaries. An advancement of one step within
the grade may be granted to covered employees when there has been a
demonstrated sustained high level of performance and ability over and above
that normally expected of employees in the particular grade and profession.
(See NOTE below.) In addition, for registered nurses and nurse anesthetists one
or more of the criteria listed in VA Handbook 5005, Staffing, must be met.

d. Hybrid-Title 38 Employees in Occupations Identified in 38 U.S.C. § 7401(3).
The QSI provisions in Part III, paragraph 3 of this handbook will be used to grant
one-step SAPs for employees in occupations listed under 38 U.S.C. § 7401(3).
The step increase will be coded as 894G. [ ] [R]ecommendations will be
forwarded directly to the appropriate approving official listed in Appendix A of
this part. (See NOTE below.)

e. Discretion. Approving officials may approve or disapprove awards, at their
discretion, for non-discriminatory reasons, e.g., budget limitations, disagreement
with the value of the contribution made by the employee to the Agency or its
mission.

f. Combination Award. Employees may receive a superior performance award
and an SAP, but the amount of the award cannot exceed the value of the
accomplishment. Refer to Part I, paragraph 4 of this handbook for additional
information.

NOTE: Individuals at the top step of their grade cannot receive an increase to
basic pay; however, they may be recognized with a superior performance award
in accordance with Part III of this handbook.

8. PROCESSING AND DOCUMENTING SAP.

a. General.

(1) At least 90 calendar days prior to optometrists and chiropractors 
completing the waiting period for a periodic step increase or rate 
adjustment, HR will notify the appropriate official that the employee is 
eligible for consideration of an SAP.

(2) The immediate supervisor or higher-level official will submit appropriate 
justification as outlined in paragraph 7 of this part with a completed VA 
Form 4659, the performance appraisal or proficiency rating, and generate 
an SF-52. The award nomination will be forwarded to the service chief or 
equivalent, or Chief of Staff or Associate Director or Associate Director of 
Patient Care Services, who will submit it to HR. The complete nomination
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package for optometrists and chiropractors must be submitted to [HR] no 
later than 45 calendar days prior to the effective date of the employee’s 
regularly scheduled periodic step increase or rate adjustments. For all 
other employees, the supervisor will submit the nomination package no 
later than 45 calendar days after the end of the performance/proficiency 
rating cycle. 

(3) [HR] will conduct a[ ] [ ] technical review of the award prior to submission to
the [approving official] [ ] to ensure that all information has been provided
by the supervisor, and the policy requirements have been met. If the award
submission does not meet technical requirements due to lack of
justification provided by the immediate supervisor, it will be returned to the
supervisor within seven calendar days with an explanation of what
information is needed [or why technical requirements have not been met.
Any additional information obtained by HR during the technical review
process will be attached to the award nomination.] Otherwise, if the award
meets technical requirements, [HR] will submit the nomination to the
[approving official] within seven calendar days following receipt of the
award submission and document [on VA Form 4659 that an HR technical
review occurred prior to submission.]

[ ] 

[ ] 

[If the SAP is approved:] 

(a) For optometrists and chiropractors, SAPs will be processed on the
effective date of the regularly scheduled periodic step increase or rate
adjustment.

(b) For all other employees, SAPs will be processed as soon as possible
after the end of the employee’s rating cycle but typically no later than
90 calendar days after the end of the rating cycle.

b. Optometrists and Chiropractors.

(1) An advancement of one step, not to exceed the maximum of the grade,
may on the same due date established for a periodic step increase. The
advancement shall be regarded as an equivalent increase.

(2) No two such advancements may be granted in succession within the
grade.

[ ]

[ ]



VA Handbook 5017/19 January 29, 2024 
Part V 

V-18

[ ] 

c. Registered Nurses, Nurse Anesthetists, Physician Assistants, and
Expanded-Function Dental Auxiliaries.

(1) An advancement of one step, not to exceed the maximum of the grade,
may be granted at the conclusion of the rating cycle. SAPs will be
processed as soon as possible after the end of the employee’s rating cycle
but typically no later than 90 calendar days after the end of the rating cycle.

(2) The advancement shall not be regarded as an equivalent increase or in
lieu of a periodic step increase.

(3) No more than one such advancement may be granted within any single 52-
week period.

d. Hybrids. Employees in occupations identified in 38 U.S.C. § 7401(3) are eligible
for a one-step SAP, subject to meeting the criteria for [QSIs], which is outlined in
Part III of this handbook.

[9.] CRITERIA FOR [MONETARY] AWARDS FOR FULL-TIME, PART-TIME, AND 
INTERMITTENT REGISTERED NURSES, NURSE ANESTHETISTS, AND 
PHYSICIAN ASSISTANTS APPOINTED UNDER 38 U.S.C. §§ 7401(1) AND 7405. 

a. General.

(1) [Monetary] awards for specialty certification and [monetary] awards for
exemplary job performance and exemplary job achievement, as outlined
under this paragraph, are in addition to special advancements mentioned
previously in paragraphs 4 and 5 of this chapter.

(2) A registered nurse, nurse anesthetist, or physician assistant may not
receive a:

(a) SAP and a Special Contribution Award based on the same
performance; or

(b) Superior Performance Award and a [monetary] award for exemplary
job performance and exemplary job achievement during the same
rating cycle; or

(c) SAA and a Special Contribution Award based on the same
achievement or contribution.

(3) When it is determined appropriate and the established criteria for each type
of award has been met, a registered nurse, nurse anesthetist, or physician
assistant may be granted a combination award such as:
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(a) SAP and a [monetary] award for exemplary job performance and
exemplary job achievement as outlined below; or

(b) SAA and a [monetary] award for exemplary job performance and
exemplary job achievement as outlined below; or

(c) SAP and a superior performance award; or

(d) SAA and [monetary] award for specialty certification as outlined
below.

b. [Monetary] Award for Specialty Certification.

(1) The facility Director or designee is required in accordance with 38 U.S.C.
§ 7452(b)(1)(A) to grant a [monetary] award of up to $2,000 to registered
nurses, nurse anesthetists, and physician assistants who become certified
while on VA rolls in a specialty related to the accomplishment of VA’s
health care mission.

(2) A [monetary] award for specialty certification is a mechanism for
recognizing registered nurses, nurse anesthetists, and physician assistants
who have been certified in a clinical specialty area by an appropriate
national certifying body. Specialty certification does not include
recertification or renewal of previously held certifications but does include
second and subsequent certifications, as well as advanced certification,
provided the requirements for advanced certification are clearly in addition
to basic certification.

(3) Establishment of Written Policy Concerning [Monetary] Awards for
Specialty Certification.

(a) Responsibilities:

i Facility Directors shall establish a written policy for granting a
[monetary] award to registered nurses, nurse anesthetists, and 
physician assistants who obtain specialty certification while on VA 
rolls. 

ii The [HR] Management Officer will be responsible for developing 
and coordinating this policy with appropriate facility officials prior to 
the Facility Director’s approval.  

(b) The amount of the award shall be based on criteria established by the
Facility Director (see subparagraph (d) below); however, awards may
also take into consideration management [ ] recommendations,
including decisions concerning the relatedness of a certificate to the
facility’s health care mission and an employee’s assignment.
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(c) To the extent feasible, the policy will include information on specialty
certification that does not establish eligibility for a [monetary] award
because it has been locally determined that the particular certification
is not related to the facility’s health care mission.

(d) The following criteria should be used and outlined in local policy when
granting [monetary] awards for certification:

i Whether the certification is based solely on experience, or
successful completion of a comprehensive examination or training 
program, or a combination thereof; 

ii The relationship of the certification to the registered nurse, nurse 
anesthetist, or physician assistant’s job duties; 

iii Proration of the award based on part-time or intermittent 
employment; 

iv Registered nurse, nurse anesthetist, or physician assistant’s 
performance or proficiency rating; 

v Facility recruitment or retention needs; and 

vi Any other criteria considered appropriate.  

(4) The registered nurse, nurse anesthetist, or physician assistant will typically
submit evidence of professional accomplishment within 14 calendar days
after obtaining achievement. (The evidence does not need to be the actual
certification; it can be any evidence from the national certifying body of
achievement.) [Monetary] awards for specialty certification will normally be
made within 60 calendar days after the registered nurse, nurse anesthetist,
or physician assistant presents evidence to the appropriate facility official.
A copy of the evidence will be filed with a completed VA Form 4659 in HR.
Registered nurses, nurse anesthetists, and physician assistants who
became certified before April 7, 1991, or who become certified before
becoming a registered nurse, nurse anesthetist, or physician assistant with
the department are not eligible for a [monetary] award for specialty
certification.

(5) Registered nurses, nurse anesthetists, or physician assistants who receive
a certification as a result of VA funding, or the certification is a condition of
employment with VA for the current position held, or the certification is a
qualification requirement for promotion to a higher grade, or is used to
justify a higher level are not eligible for a [monetary] award. Refer to the
qualification standards in VA Handbook 5005, Staffing, Part II for additional
information about specific qualification standards. For example, nurse
anesthetists appointed or reappointed on or after May 4, 1993, must be
certified by the Council on Certification of Nurse Anesthetists as a condition
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of employment. They are not eligible for [monetary] awards for specialty 
certification. 

c. [Monetary] Award for Exemplary Job Performance and Exemplary Job 
Achievement.  

(1) Facility Directors may grant a [monetary] award of up to $2,000 to 
registered nurses, nurse anesthetists, or physician assistants who 
demonstrate both exemplary job performance and exemplary job 
achievement. (See 38 U.S.C. § 7452(b)(1)(B).) To receive an award, the 
employee’s latest proficiency report must be Highly Satisfactory or above, 
and the employee must meet the criteria under one of the following 
subparagraphs:  

(a) Significant and distinguished contribution(s) in some phase of health 
care as evidenced by original research, writings, and publications in 
professional media of stature (e.g., reference journals);  

(b) Special recognition in the fields of teaching or professional practice;  

(c) Special competence in the occupation, as evidenced by service with 
professionally recognized committees or groups, or responsible office 
in professional societies above the local level, or consultative 
services within the profession. The competence attained must be 
supported by achievement of renown, on a regional or wider basis;  

(d) Expertise in specialized treatment modalities, outstanding 
competence as a clinical practitioner, or significant contributions 
concerning some aspect of the profession; or 

(e) Other appropriate evidence of professional stature equivalent to the 
above. 

(2) Registered nurses, nurse anesthetists, or physician assistants may not 
receive a superior performance award and an exemplary job performance 
and exemplary job achievement award during the same rating cycle. 
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APPENDIX A. 
PERSONNEL AUTHORIZED TO APPROVE [SAA] OR [SAP] 

1. Under Secretary for Health or designee. Advancements of those covered by the 
scope of this handbook when the Under Secretary for Health or designee is the 
appointing official.  

2. Network Directors. Advancements of those covered by the scope of this handbook 
and VA Directive 5017 when the Network Director is the appointing official.  

3. Facility Directors.  

a. Advancements of optometrists.  

b. Advancements of expanded-function dental auxiliaries.  

c. Advancements of chiropractors.  

d. Advancements of registered nurses and nurse anesthetists. Facility Directors 
may also delegate* approval authority to the Associate Director for Patient Care 
Services the advancement of registered nurses and nurse anesthetists in 
noncentralized assignments below Nurse IV.  

e. Advancements of physician assistants.  

f. Advancements of pharmacists. Facility Directors may also delegate* approval 
authority to the Chief of Pharmacy Service the advancement of pharmacists in 
noncentralized assignments below GS-13 and assistant chiefs of Pharmacy 
Service at GS-13.  

g. Advancements of occupational therapists. Facility Directors may also delegate* 
approval authority to chiefs of staff the advancements of occupational therapists 
in noncentralized assignments below GS-13.  

h. Advancements of registered respiratory therapists. Facility Directors may also 
delegate* approval authority to chiefs of staff the advancements of registered 
respiratory therapists.  

i. Advancements of certified respiratory therapists. Facility Directors may also 
delegate* approval authority to chiefs of staff the advancements of certified 
respiratory therapists.  

j. Advancements of licensed practical or vocational nurses. Facility Directors may 
also delegate* approval authority to nurse executives the advancements of 
licensed practical or vocational nurses.  

k. Advancements of physical therapists. Facility Directors may also delegate* 
approval authority to chiefs of staff the advancements of physical therapists.  
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l. Advancements of other occupations covered by 38 U.S.C. [§] 7401(3), other 
than those listed in subparagraph 3.g. through 3.l., e.g., pharmacy technicians, 
medical instrument technicians, medical record technicians, dental hygienists, 
dental assistants, nuclear medicine technologists, occupational therapy 
assistants, therapeutic radiologic technologists, physical therapy assistants, 
diagnostic radiologic technicians, prosthetic representatives, and orthotist-
prosthetists. Facility Directors may also delegate* approval authority for the 
advancement of these occupations to chiefs of staff.  

*NOTE: Only the Facility Director may act as both the recommending and 
approving official for SAAs or SAPs. 
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PART VI. RECOUPMENT OF AWARDS, BONUSES, OR RELOCATION EXPENSES 

SCOPE.  This part contains policies, procedures and guidelines governing the 
recoupment of awards, bonuses, or relocation expenses that are awarded or 
approved for all employees of the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). 

POLICY. 

The Secretary, or designee, may issue an order directing a VA employee to 
repay, in whole or in part, any award or bonus paid to the employee on or after 
June 23, 2017, under Title 5, including Chapters 45 or 53, or Title 38 if it is 
determined the employee engaged in misconduct or poor performance prior to 
payment of the award or bonus, and the award or bonus would not have been 
paid, in whole or in part, had the misconduct or poor performance been known 
prior to payment. The misconduct or poor performance that is the basis for 
recouping an award or bonus must have occurred on or after June 23, 2017.  

The Secretary, or designee, may issue an order to a VA employee to repay the 
amount, or a portion of the amount, paid to or on behalf of, the employee under 
Title 5 for relocation expenses, including 5 U.S.C. §§ 5724 and 5724a, or Title 
38, if it is determined the relocation expenses were paid on or after June 23, 
2017, following an act of fraud or malfeasance that influenced the authorization 
of the relocation expenses. The act of fraud or malfeasance that is the basis for 
recouping the relocation expenses must have occurred on or after June 23, 
2017.  

 Due process as described herein must be provided prior to repayment. 

REFERENCES. 

VA Directive 5017, Employee Recognition and Awards. 

VA Notice 22-05, Recoupment of Awards and Bonuses, or Relocation 
Expenses. 

38 U.S.C. § 721, Recoupment of Bonuses or Awards Paid to Employees of 
Department. 

38 U.S.C. § 723, Recoupment of Relocation Expenses Paid on Behalf of 
Employees of Department. 

Delegation of Authority for Actions Under 38 U.S.C. §§ 721 and 723, dated April 
27, 2022. 
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DEFINITIONS. For this part, the following terms apply: 

a. Award or Bonus. Payment given to reward an individual for contributing to an
organizational goal or improving the efficiency, effectiveness, and economy of
the Government or is otherwise in the public interest, or a recruitment,
relocation, or retention incentive. These include but are not limited to employee
incentives based on predetermined criteria such as productivity standards,
performance goals, measurement systems, award formulas, or payout
schedules. (Physician performance pay is not included as it is not considered an
award or bonus.) Awards may be performance-rating based or non-rating
based. Examples of awards include superior performance awards, individual
and group special contribution awards, organizational awards, suggestion
awards, etc. Step increases, which are those other than periodic step increases,
are also considered an award.

b. Business Days. Weekdays, which are Monday through Friday, except when
such a day is designated as a Federal holiday by the Office of Personnel
Management (OPM), or the employee’s assigned facility is closed for regular
business, e.g., inclement weather. For calculation purposes, a business day
begins on the first business day after the notice of the proposed order is
received by the employee.

c. Deciding Official for Recoupment of Awards, Bonuses and Relocation
Expenses. The deciding official is the supervisor who is at least one supervisory
level above and within the same supervisory line as the proposing official, or
other individual who is delegated by the Secretary or Deputy Secretary. If the
Secretary was the proposing official, then the Secretary is also the deciding
official.

d. Employee. A current or former employee of VA.

e. Malfeasance. An act that is unjustified, harmful, or contrary to law, rule, or
regulation. It includes, but is not limited to:

(1) Conduct, actions, or inactions that are unbecoming a civil service employee;

(2) Conduct, actions, or inactions that negatively impact VA or detract from
VA's mission;

(3) Intentionally or negligently violating law, regulation, or VA policy; or

(4) Insubordination.

f. Notice of Proposed Order for Recoupment of an Award or Bonus. The
written document signed by the proposing official notifying the employee of the
intent to recoup an award or bonus payment, in whole or in part due to an
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g. employee’s performance or conduct deficiency(ies) that occurred prior to the
payment of the award or bonus.

h. Notice of Proposed Order for Recoupment of Relocation Expenses. The
written document signed by the proposing official notifying the employee of the
intent to recoup relocation expenses following an act of fraud or malfeasance
that influenced the authorization of relocation expenses.

i. Order of Recoupment of Award or Bonus. A written decision by the deciding
official to recoup all or part of an award or bonus payment.

j. Order of Recoupment of Relocation Expenses. A written decision by the
deciding official to recoup all or part of relocation expenses.

k. Preponderance of Evidence. Evidence that a reasonable mind, considering
the record as a whole, might accept as sufficient evidence to support a
conclusion that the reasons for taking action are more likely to be true than not
true.

l. Proposing Official for Recoupment of Awards, Bonuses or Relocation
Expenses. The proposing official is the current individual with the supervisory
authority to approve awards, bonuses or relocation expenses in accordance with
procedures, including applicable delegations, established in VA policy, if
applicable, or a higher-level official in the supervisory line of authority, or other
individual who is delegated by the Secretary or Deputy Secretary.

m. Relocation Expenses. Monies paid to an employee for relocating in the interest
of the Government from one agency or duty station to another for permanent
duty, including in accordance with 5 U.S.C. §§ 5724 and 5724a or under Title 38
of the U.S. Code.

n. Standard of Proof. The degree of evidence necessary to sustain an action
taken under 38 U.S.C. §§ 721 or 723. For actions taken under this authority, a
preponderance of evidence is the burden of proof.

PROCEDURES FOR RECOUPMENT OF AWARD OR BONUS. 

Initial Determination. 

(1) If it is determined by preponderance of the evidence an employee engaged
in misconduct or poor performance prior to payment of an award or bonus
and, as a result, the award or bonus would not have been paid, in whole or
in part, had the misconduct or poor performance been known by a
management official, the proposing official may decide, in consultation with
the servicing Human Resources (HR) office and the servicing Office of
General Counsel (OGC), whether the recoupment of the award or bonus
should be proposed.
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(2) If an employee resigns or retires after being issued a proposed disciplinary,
adverse or major adverse action, or upon a finding following the conclusion
of an investigation that the employee engaged in misconduct, the proposing
official may decide, in consultation with HR and OGC, whether to initiate the
recoupment of an award or bonus if determined by a preponderance of the
evidence the employee engaged in misconduct or poor performance prior to
payment of the award or bonus, and the award or bonus would not have
been paid, in whole or in part, had the misconduct or poor performance
been known prior to payment.

(3) If an investigation is ongoing at the time of an employee’s resignation or
retirement, the convening authority will determine if the investigation should
continue, and a report be issued. Additionally, management will consult with
the Office of Accountability and Whistleblower Protection (OAWP) if the
investigation involves allegations of whistleblower reprisal to determine if
OAWP will continue the investigation or initiate one, if applicable. If
management wants OAWP to continue with an investigation after the
employee’s resignation or retirement, or initiate an investigation,
management should route a request through the respective administration
or staff office to the Assistant Secretary, OAWP.

Conclusion. 

(1) The proposing official may determine an employee must repay an award or
bonus and issue a notice of proposed order if it is determined by a
preponderance of the evidence that:

(a) The employee engaged in misconduct or poor performance prior to
payment of an award or bonus; and

(b) The award or bonus would not have been paid, in whole or in part, had
the misconduct or poor performance been known prior to payment.

(2) If the proposing official concludes the recoupment of an award or bonus is
not appropriate, they will document this finding in writing and submit it to HR
for inclusion with the investigation file, disciplinary/adverse action file, if
applicable, or other appropriate file.

Notice of Proposed Order. 

(1) After the proposing official has determined by a preponderance of the
evidence an award or bonus recoupment is warranted, a notice of proposed
order may be issued after review by the servicing HR office and servicing
OGC. A determination regarding when such notice should be issued will
also be reviewed with OGC, e.g., while a disciplinary/adverse action is
pending appeal. It will contain the following information:
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(a) State the amount of the award or bonus received by the employee;

(b) State the approximate date upon which the award or bonus was paid;

(c) State the specific performance or conduct deficiency(ies);

(d) State the date range of the performance or conduct deficiency(ies);

(e) State the impact of the performance or conduct deficiency(ies) on the
award or bonus paid to the employee had the deficiency(ies) been
known prior to payment, including any aggravating factors and the
rationale considered in reaching a decision regarding the amount to be
recouped;

(f) State the award amount to be recouped (see NOTE); and

(g) State the employee has an opportunity to provide a written reply to the
deciding official within 10 business days.

(2) NOTE: 5 U.S.C. § 5384 provides that Senior Executive Service employees
eligible for awards shall not be less than 5 percent of basic pay. Thus, if a
determination is made that the executive was eligible for an award and the
award is only to be recouped in part, the remaining award amount cannot be
less than 5 percent of the employee’s basic pay. The award can be
recouped in whole only if the executive is determined to have not been
eligible for an award. A copy of the evidence related to the misconduct or
poor performance will be provided to the employee when the notice of
proposed order is issued.

(3) The employee will be granted 10 business days after receipt of the notice of
proposed order to submit a written reply to the deciding official. For
purposes of computing the 10-business-day period, the date of service of
the proposed order on the employee will be determined by the date of
receipt by the employee of the personal delivery, electronic mail, or
confirmed delivery of the proposed order, or it will be presumed to be
delivered five calendar days after depositing the proposal in the U.S. mail if
confirmation of delivery is unavailable.

Order. 

(1) A written memorandum will be issued to the employee as follows:

(a) If the employee submits a written response to the notice of proposed
order, the deciding official will issue an order not later than five-
business days after receiving the employee’s response.

(b) If the employee does not respond to the notice of proposed order, the
deciding official will issue an order not later than 15-business days
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after the date of receipt of the notice of proposed order by the 
employee. For purposes of computing the 15-business-day period, the 
date of service of the order on the employee will be determined by the 
date of reception by the employee of the personal delivery, electronic 
mail, or confirmed delivery of the order, or it will be presumed to be 
delivered five calendar days after depositing the proposed order in the 
U.S. mail if confirmation of delivery is unavailable. 

(2) The order will state the:

(a) Decision of the deciding official;

(b) Basis for the decision, including aggravating and mitigating factors;

(c) Amount of award or bonus monies to be recouped, if any; and

(d) Right to file an appeal with the Director, OPM, within seven business
days after receipt of the order by the employee.

Appeal. 

(1) The employee may file an appeal to the Director, OPM, 1900 E St., NW,
Washington, DC 20415, within seven business days after the date of receipt
of the order and submit a copy of the appeal to the deciding official.

(2) The appeal should include a copy of the notice of proposed order, the order
signed by the deciding official, and a statement explaining why the
employee believes the order is unjustified.

(3) Upon request from OPM, VA will provide a copy of the evidence file.

(4) The OPM Director will make a final decision with respect to the appeal
within 30 business days after receiving such appeal and remit notice of the
decision to the employee and agency.

(5) If the deciding official’s order is upheld by OPM, in whole or in part, VA will
seek repayment of the award or bonus.

(6) If the deciding official’s order is not upheld by OPM, no repayment of the
award or bonus is authorized.

(7) If the employee does not file an appeal with OPM, the deciding official will
initiate repayment of the award or bonus by the employee.

PROCEDURES FOR RECOUPMENT OF RELOCATION EXPENSES. 

Initial Determination.

VA Handbook 5017/20
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(1) If it is determined by a preponderance of evidence that relocation expenses
were paid following an act of fraud or malfeasance that influenced the
authorization of the relocation expenses, the proposing official may decide,
in consultation with the servicing HR office and the servicing OGC, whether
to initiate recoupment of relocation expenses.

(2) If an employee resigns or retires after being issued a proposed disciplinary,
adverse, or major adverse action or upon a finding following the conclusion
of an investigation that the employee engaged in fraud or malfeasance that
influenced the authorization of relocation expenses, the proposing official
may decide, in consultation with HR and OGC, whether to initiate
recoupment of relocation expenses if determined by a preponderance of the
evidence that relocation expenses were paid following an act of fraud or
malfeasance that influenced the authorization of relocation expenses.

(3) If an investigation is ongoing at the time of an employee’s resignation or
retirement, the convening authority will determine if the investigation should
continue and a report be issued. Additionally, management will consult with
the OAWP if the investigation involves allegations of whistleblower reprisal
to determine if OAWP will continue the investigation or initiate one, if
applicable. If management wants OAWP to continue with an investigation
after the employee’s resignation or retirement, or initiate an investigation,
management should route a request through the respective administration
or staff office to the Assistant Secretary, OAWP.

Conclusion. 

(1) The proposing official may determine an employee must repay relocation
expenses if it is determined by a preponderance of the evidence that:

(a) Relocation expenses were paid following an act of fraud or
malfeasance; and

(b) The act of fraud or malfeasance influenced the authorization of
relocation expenses.

(2) If the proposing official concludes the recoupment of relocation expenses is
not appropriate, they will document this finding in writing and submit it to HR
for inclusion with the investigation file, disciplinary/adverse action file, if
applicable, or other appropriate file.

Notice of Proposed Order. 

(1) After the proposing official has determined by a preponderance of the
evidence the recoupment of relocation expenses is warranted, a notice of
proposed order may be issued after review by the servicing HR office and
servicing OGC. A determination regarding when such notice should be

VA Handbook 5017/20 
Part VI



January 29, 2024 

VI-8

issued will be reviewed with OGC, e.g., while a disciplinary/adverse action 
is pending appeal. It will contain the following information:  

(2) State a determination was made that the relocation expenses would not
have been paid in the absence of the act of fraud or malfeasance that
influenced payment.

(a) State the amount of the relocation expenses received by the employee;

(b) State the approximate date upon which the relocation expenses were
paid;

(c) State the specific act of fraud or malfeasance that influenced the
authorization of relocation expenses;

(d) State how the fraud or malfeasance influenced the authorization of the
relocation expenses, including any aggravating factors and the rationale
considered in reaching a decision regarding the amount to be recouped;

(e) State the relocation expense monies to be recouped; and

(f) State the employee has an opportunity to provide a written reply to the
deciding official within 10 business days.

(3) A copy of the evidence related to the fraud or malfeasance will be provided
to the employee when the notice of proposed order is issued.

(4) The employee will be granted 10 business days after receipt of the notice of
proposed order to submit a written reply to the deciding official. For
purposes of computing the 10-business-day period, the date of service of
the proposed order on the employee will be determined by the date of
receipt by the employee of the personal delivery, electronic mail, or
confirmed delivery of the proposed order, or it will be presumed to be
delivered five calendar days after depositing the proposed order in the U.S.
mail if confirmation of delivery is unavailable.

Order. 

(1) A written memorandum will be issued to the employee as follows:

(a) If the employee submits a written response to the notice of proposed
order, the deciding official will issue an order not later than five-
business days after receiving the employee’s response.

(b) If the employee does not respond to the notice of proposed order, the
deciding official will issue a decision not later than 15-business days
after the date of receipt by the employee of the notice of proposed
order. For purposes of computing the 15-business-day period, the date
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of service of the proposed order on the employee will be determined by 
the date of receipt by the employee of the personal delivery, electronic 
mail, or confirmed delivery of the proposed order, or it will be 
presumed to be delivered five calendar days after depositing the 
proposed order in the U.S. mail if confirmation of delivery is 
unavailable. 

(2) The order will state the:

(a) Decision of the deciding official;

(b) Basis for the decision, including aggravating and mitigating factors;

(c) Amount of relocation expense monies to be recouped, if any; and

(d) Right to file an appeal with the Director, OPM, within seven business
days after receipt of the order by the employee.

e. Appeal.

(1) The employee may file an appeal to the Director, OPM, 1900 E St., NW,
Washington, DC 20415, within seven business days after the date of
receipt of the order and submit a copy of the appeal to the deciding
official.

(2) The appeal should include a copy of the notice of proposed order, the
order signed by the deciding official and a statement explaining why the
employee believes the order is unjustified.

(3) Upon request from OPM, VA will provide a copy of the evidence file.

(4) The OPM Director will make a final decision with respect to the appeal
within 30 calendar days after receiving such appeal and remit notice of the
decision to the employee and agency.

(5) If the deciding official’s order is upheld by OPM, in whole or in part, VA will
seek recoupment of the relocation expenses.

(6) If the deciding official’s order is not upheld by OPM, no recoupment of the
relocation expenses is authorized.

(7) If the employee does not file an appeal with OPM, VA will initiate
recoupment of the relocation expenses paid to the employee.

7. PROPOSING AND DECIDING OFFICIALS. [ ]

a. [Recoupment of Bonuses or Awards.
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(1) Proposing Official. Supervisor who originally approved the award or bonus
or higher-level official in the supervisory line of authority, or other
individual who is otherwise delegated such authority by the higher-level
official.

(2) Deciding Official. Supervisor who is at least one supervisory level above
and within the same supervisory line as the Proposing Official, or other
individual who is otherwise delegated such authority by the higher-level
official.

(3) If an employee changes positions within VA, the above delegations should
be applied to the employee’s current supervisory chain. However, the
current supervisory chain may consult with the prior supervisory chain,
where feasible, but is not required to do so.

b. Recoupment of relocation expenses.

(1) Proposing Official. Supervisor who originally authorized the payment of
relocation expenses or higher-level official in the supervisory line of
authority, or other individual who is otherwise delegated such authority by
the higher-level official.

(2) Deciding Official. Supervisor who is at least one supervisory level above
and within the same supervisory line as the Proposing Official, or other
individual who is otherwise delegated such authority by the higher-level
official.

(3) If an employee changes positions within VA, the above delegations should
be applied to the employee’s current supervisory chain. However, the
current supervisory chain may consult with the prior supervisory chain,
where feasible, but is not required to do so.]
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