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City of Gresham Organizational Improvement Effort
Context For Change – Challenges & Opportunities
Shortfalls in state and local funding and economic instability force local government to make tough decisions about the type and amount of services it provides, and how it will deliver them. Changes in services and funding have resulted in increased public scrutiny and questioning of public sector decision making.   In addition, public sentiment in Oregon today rates local government at an all-time low.  If public sentiment of government is at an all-time low, pressure to improve government is at an all-time high.  These trends call for new business practices, new roles, and new government accountability.  Gresham has some specific challenges and opportunities, some of which, if not all, local governments in Oregon share:  lack of resources; tax rate limitations; competition for business; working in a reactive mode; splintered identity and a “siloed” organizational structure and culture.   Opportunities for change in Gresham include momentum for growth and development through annexation and urban renewal, development of strong private and regional partnerships and a stabilizing economy.
The Gresham Effort
In the spring of 2006, the city began to implement an Organizational Improvement Effort in response to unprecedented growth and development and in response to rapidly evolving external challenges and pressures. The Organizational Improvement Effort emphasizes: Engaging the city’s work force at all levels; breaking down organizational silos of departments and divisions; working collaboratively on common goals, projects and objectives and telling the city’s performance story.  The purpose of the change effort is to ensure Gresham is progressive and receptive to the current environment, manages performance, and demonstrates the value of government services to citizens and stakeholders.  It has been suggested that local government does not have a “bottom line” like private sector organizations where progress and success is measured by profit and loss. Rather, local government has a “Triple Bottom Line” that consists of Service Delivery, Citizen Satisfaction, and Employee Satisfaction.   
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Service Delivery
The city has implemented improvement in this area by focusing on productivity.
Seeking out ‘Best Practices’ to Improve Processes;   A methodical, research-based approach has been utilized to identify the most critical Gresham processes and work systems to compare to other comparable agency best practices.  In the past two years, the City has used best practices to streamline the Development Review Process, improve and standardize staff reports to council, realign council agendas and meeting times, analyze and revamp the Council Citizen Advisory Committees, develop and implement an innovative first-time Rental Housing Inspection Program.
Tracking Performance in Critical Service Areas;    The city has implemented a performance measurement process to provide a means to change public discourse on the value of the work the city performs.  Over 100 employees were engaged in developing 55 performance measures that will indicate progress towards results and areas for improvement. Performance measurement is a quantitative evaluation of services to give Gresham leaders better ability to make informed decisions on how to lead and manage now and into the future. 

Service Area Reorganization;
     The City Manager has reorganized traditional silo’d departments into service areas, breaking up broad portfolios of duties, giving senior managers accountabilities for specific services making sure that the focus of the organization is at the perimeter where the customer interface occurs.  This flatter structure allows for the flexibility to assemble project teams that can quickly and efficiently act to implement policy goals.  Gresham has been able to implement this type of reorganization as several department heads retired. Cross departmental project teams were assembled to develop strategies and work plans for the City’s five development initiatives including urban renewal, downtown core, civic neighborhood and  residential and industrial annexation areas.  
Citizen Satisfaction
Citizen Satisfaction has the goal of restoring trust in government and encouraging investment in government through citizen participation. The tools Gresham has implemented for this component of the Improvement Effort include conducting an annual citizen survey to measure progress towards community goals, development of a web-based citizen question and answer program - askGresham, implementation of a CitizenCorps volunteer program and development of an annual Council Work Plan.
askGresham;     To meet our community’s expanding information needs we have implemented an interactive citizen computer tool called “askGresham”. This centralized web-based tool allows staff to collect, manage and respond to inquiries and concerns in an efficient and consistent manner.  “askGresham” is a cornerstone of the City’s web presence and is part of an overall redesign of the city’s web site that is currently underway.   
CitizenCorps Volunteer Program;     A citywide volunteer program called CitizenCorps has been implemented as a means to interact with citizens in a way that will help citizens get to know city employees and city business as well as providing ways for citizens to contribute to the betterment of their community.  A desired outcome from the volunteer program is through positive interaction with government, the opinion of local government will change.  The volunteer program began with 70 volunteers for a successful Graffiti Removal Project when the proliferation of graffiti was seen to be an indication of spreading youth crime and property damage. CitizenCorps will expand to develop a central database of all city volunteer programs and volunteers to maximum opportunities for involvement.
Council Work Plan;     The City Council has adopted its second annual Council Work Plan, a unique document that transparently explains the work the City of Gresham expects to conduct on behalf of citizens in the coming year, complete with projected milestones, project owners and completion dates.  This approach to planning the Council’s work is not commonplace in government.  For 2008, the Council has prioritized approximately 30 projects that reflect and align the community needs with the goals of the Council, Statements of Public Interest and Benefit and the functions and capacity of the organization.
Employee Satisfaction

The Employee Satisfaction component of the change effort is focused on providing a collaborative, valuable work experience for employees that will foster movement towards the ideal organizational culture that will contribute to Citizen Satisfaction.   A comprehensive employee survey was distributed in November, 2006 and identified the ideal culture for the Gresham organization and the gaps to achieve that vision.  An employee team was selected by the City Manager to assist in making specific recommendations for workplace improvement.  A Workplace Improvement Action Plan consisting of approximately 70 projects, large and small was developed in workshops engaging more than 100 employees.  The team sponsored a web-based Bright Ideas employee suggestion program that created a venue for employee engagement.  
Conclusion
The context for providing local government services has changed. Gresham has had to reshape its identity and purpose and rethink how it works.  Cultural change is evident after less than two years of shifting focus to the Triple Bottom Line.  Work groups are being formed differently outside of traditional departmental lines.  Meetings are organized in a more strategic way.  New expectations and accountabilities have been articulated to top management.  One large department has been reorganized and flattened into three functional areas.  The city council has completed its second strategic work plan.  Workplace improvement projects are being implemented.  The workforce is becoming more engaged, vocal and social.  The cost of this effort has been staff time and less than $100,000 in consultant assistance.

The most important lessons learned while implementing this effort are:  Maintain a consistent message on the need for change; Engage employees in every activity possible; Focus on the perimeter of the organization where the customer interface takes place; Inform / Engage elected officials in the effort; Don’t expect all employee groups to engage at once; Existing systems and policies will need to realign to new culture; Don’t burn out your teams and change agents; Stop and take stock of accomplishments.

The City Manager tells employees that improving government and changing the way the city does business absolutely needs to tap into the collective capacity and talents of the employees who do the work and serve customers every day.  This theme has resonated with employees as they are reminded of their value and the goal of having Gresham become a more progressive and responsive government.

Thank you.
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