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Problem Assessment: 
In 2003, Polk County saw the dawn of a new administration which defined a number of strategic initiatives as critical to the organization’s success.  One of the initiatives identified was a renewed commitment to excellence in customer service, both internal and external.

The challenges identified by this initiative were:
· Develop a high performing workforce that delivers top quality customer service

· Engender a commitment to excellence within that workforce

· Foster a culture which recognizes that achieving these objectives is the key to organizational excellence

County Manager Mike Herr believed that the only way to successfully attain these goals was to invest in the organization’s most valuable resource, its employees.  In response to this challenge, he created an entirely new division, Organization and Employee Development (OED.) OED’s mission is to achieve organizational excellence through the engagement, development and recognition of employees, and to stimulate a culture shift which values employees and views them as critical to organizational success.   
Program implementation:

OED developed and implemented a wide variety of programs to support their mission:

· Employee Development Program – Developed from an organization-wide needs assessment, this program offers over 110 classroom sessions focusing on a wide variety of skill and behavior based competencies.  The program also boasts a multi-media resource library, four certificate concentration programs and blended learning opportunities such as online learning and self-paced computer tutorials.  Some of the program’s highlights are:

a. Large number of course offerings with wide variety of subjects

b. Subject matter directly related to strategic objectives of organization

c. Subject matter responsive to direct feedback from employees

d. Alternate locations and meeting times offered (for employees in remote work areas or with non-traditional work schedules)

e. Special training sessions geared to specific group needs, such as conversational Spanish and GED testing preparation
f. Courses taught by a combination of in-house talent and outsourced subject experts

g. Training catalog produced and distributed to all employees

h. Course confirmation ‘Hotline” with updated course rosters and course information
· New Employee Orientation (NEO) – NEO is the first critical opportunity to positively impact a newly hired employee and can strongly affect their future success.  Redesigned in 2003 to encompass two days, the program includes an overview of mission, vision, values, County services, strategic objectives, diversity and a half-day course devoted to customer service.  A new and innovative “Information Fair” format, conducted along the lines of a career fair, allows new employees to meet and question various benefit and service providers one-on-one.  
The second phase of this program is worksite orientation, developed to assist an employee in making a smooth transition into their new work life, as well as establishing consistency in orientation procedures.  This program designates an orientation coordinator in each work division and assigns each new employee to a sponsor within their work group for a two-week period.    

· Emerging Leaders Program (ELP) - (ELP) identifies the organization’s top performing non-supervisory employees through a competitive application process, and offers a select group the opportunity to develop their leadership capabilities and skills through participation in a high visibility personal and professional development program.  Developed in response to a serious concern about the development of future organizational leaders and the imminent labor shortage, ELP breaks new ground by representing the equivalent of 1-2 years supervisory experience for employees desiring promotion within the organization.  The curriculum features five components designed to provide a blended learning experience tied to seven core competencies essential for effective leadership development including:  formal core course training, additional elective course work, a shadowing activity with a seasoned leader, a leadership book study group and first hand experience through the management of a temporary project.  ELP enhances these learning experiences by providing participants opportunities for organization-wide exposure through a communications package showcasing their talents and abilities.  

· Succession Planning Program – Created in response to the potential retirement of up to 37% of senior leaders by 2011, this process identifies potential candidates for positions considered critical to organizational success, and assures each candidate has targeted, individual development plans to prepare them to be viable candidates for future vacancies.  This program marked the first formal process initiated to offer strategic career development aligned with future organizational leadership needs. 
· SHINE Employee Suggestion Program – The nationally recognized SHINE (Suggestions Help Increase & Nurture Excellence) program recognizes that employees represent an unlimited source of ingenuity in developing ideas to reduce costs and improve processes.  Suggesters actively participate in reshaping the organization’s culture through their improvement ideas.  Adopted ideas can earn the suggester anywhere from a minimum of $25.00 up to $3,000.00.  Award values are determined by the amount of projected savings the suggestion will generate in its first year of implementation.  The suggester earns a percentage of that savings.  SHINE has become a part of the County’s work culture, generating employee involvement and fostering employee recognition.  
· REACHIS/Kudos program -   For the first time in our history, the selection of an organizational mission, vision and values was placed in the hands of employees.  Over 60 managers and directors joined together and developed the following:

· Mission:  “We enhance the quality of life for people throughout Polk County”

· Vision:  “Polk County, where people excel”

· Values:  Results-oriented, Excellence, Accountability, Collaboration, Honesty, Integrity, Stewardship

An organization-wide campaign was launched to convey this message to over 2200 employees, as a team of OED specialists visited every work unit, explaining the purpose and meaning of the information.  Employees were provided with a REACHIS wallet card with the mission and values defined.  Follow up employee meetings were held by County Manager Mike Herr, who committed to visit and speak with every work group in the organization personally, providing reinforcement to the foundation of employee involvement already set by the REACHIS presentations.

· Employee Survey - An organization-wide employee satisfaction survey designed as a tool for open communication.  An overwhelming majority of employees participated in this process.  Results were tied to our REACHIS values and gave important feedback to divisions and work groups, who shared the results with employees.  This information was used to identify specific strengths and challenges throughout the organization and provided a strong indicator of employee needs and opinions.  

· Better, Faster, Cheaper – An organization-wide initiative which used employee teams to identify and develop process improvement strategies for targeted service areas such as: health care claims processing, e-payment options, capital improvement projects, Board agenda and hiring/on boarding processes.  Participation in this program developed leadership skills such as active listening, critical thinking, facilitation, team building, and process improvement methodologies.
Tangible Results of Measurable Outcomes:
· Employee Development Program – This highly successful program marked a new high in training and development in Polk County and has played a large role in creating a positive work environment, with 97% of employees expressing themselves as satisfied with the organization.  The program has increased training and development course offerings by over 300%.  Course subject matter has vastly and dramatically changed and grown in response to employee feedback.  To date, over 1300 employees have participated in the program, with almost 150 certificates awarded to those completing one of the four concentrated programs of study (Communications Skills, Professional Development, Customer Services Provider and Supervisory Skills.)  Over 200 employees participated in online learning or computer based tutorials, while almost 400 have utilized the Resource Center for books, CDs and DVDs.  In light of its success, many local constitutional agencies requested to participate in the program, which has now been extended to include employees from the Clerk of Courts, Supervisor of Elections, Court Administration, Tax Collector and Property Appraiser’s Office.
· New Employee Orientation – NEO has been an enormously successful program, welcoming, educating and orienting over 900 employees since its inception in 2003.  99% of all participants felt welcomed to the organization and found the program beneficial while 97% believed they had made a positive career choice.  After 90 days, 92% felt that the worksite orientation was valuable and helped them assimilate into their new workplace. Finally, 99% believed that the program helped improve and fine tune their customer service skills.  NEO won the National Association of Counties award for Excellence in 2007.
· Emerging Leaders Program – ELP has been immensely successful for Polk County, achieving all three of its goals: to identify top performers, develop and prepare them for leadership roles and make it possible for them to qualify for consideration in upcoming supervisory/management vacancies.
The program successfully identified 21 top performers in its first year.  It was a uniquely diverse inaugural class of participants, representing 16 different service divisions, comprised of a group that was diverse in age, sex and ethnicity.  The rigorous nature of the application process and the program itself ensured that only the highest quality employee could compete at this level.  The program successfully prepared employees for leadership by setting a previously unheard of standard of expectation, demanding high quality work and full participation.
The Human Resources division accepted the proposal to consider graduation from ELP as comparable qualification for minimum supervisory experience, allowing graduates to actively compete for supervisory/management vacancies.  This particular component of the program has been so successful that six of the original 21 Emerging Leaders have received promotions and are slated to begin supervisory duties upon graduation from ELP.  

· Succession Planning – This program is currently being introduced to the organization.  Some expected outcomes from successful implementation are:  improved organizational performance due to improved managerial and leadership skills, increased retention levels in critical roles of the organization, reduced recruiting costs for outside talent and improved employee satisfaction.  

· SHINE – Since its inception, SHINE has generated a total of over $6 million in savings through the improvement of County operations and services.  Now in its eighth year of operation, SHINE has generated almost 1,800 suggestions.  SHINE has been cited as an example of Best Practices in suggestion systems and was the model used to develop employee suggestion programs for several private organizations and local government agencies.  The program has been recognized by the Employee Involvement Association, a national organization promoting employee suggestion systems.  
SHINE has been the recipient of:  

· Performance Index Award, which recognizes excellence in the performance of an employee suggestion program within an industry group.  

· SEER award, which recognizes savings per 100 eligible employees in an Employee Suggestion Program. 

· Evaluator of the Year, which recognizes an evaluator for their exceptional performance in evaluating suggestions and promoting employee involvement.  
· REACHIS/Kudos – This program has become a highly popular recognition tool throughout the organization.  While it is truly a universal method for an employee to personally recognize another employee, it is also valuable for its versatility and has been incorporated into award and celebration programs that are unique to various work groups, divisions and departments.  A REACHIS/Kudos display board proudly showcases the best of the Kudos awards for specific departments on a rotating basis.  With the awards, displays, posters and other tools for recognition, this program has achieved its goal of fostering a universal understanding and embracing of the mission, vision and core values.  

· Employee Survey – The survey identified strengths and weaknesses of each division based on employee opinion.  Each question was tied to an organizational value and gave valuable insight as to the areas in which the organization was perceived as successful, and areas where the organization needed improvement.   Results for all questions were shared with employees and discussion of problem areas was encouraged. For the first time, employees had the opportunity to voice their feelings and to analyze the results of their opinions.  Strategies for improvement were developed based on these employee discussion sessions.
· Better Faster Cheaper - Teams were charged with finding ways to improve the following processes:

· Polk Health Care Claims Processing- identified improvements with 80% reductions in processing time - recommendations are being implemented.
· E-Payment Options – identified a process to expand citizens’ payment options by accepting credit/debit cards at the counter and online - pilot project currently being implemented.
· Capital Improvement Projects- identified suggestions to improve project delivery time frame for county capital improvements.  

· Agenda Process – Made recommendations for increased efficiency including implementation of computer software.
· Hiring/On-Boarding Process - Identified opportunities to focus on outsourcing all hiring and recruiting activities, reducing both the time and cost to recruit and hire.  Ideas are being implemented.
Lessons learned during planning, implementation and analysis:
In an organization proud of its history, conservative in its spending and cautious in its decisions, the step to create a new kind of division was a departure in mind, body and spirit for the executive team.  A visionary outlook and intrepid attitude was a must.  To achieve success and change the mindset of both management and the workforce was a daunting challenge.
County Manager Mike Herr knew that in order to achieve the goals defined by strategic objectives, employees would have to become a focus for development.  Through this he believed that a high level of performance could be achieved organization-wide.  To that end, the OED division was placed under the department of Financial and Strategic Planning.  The message sent by this decision indicated that OED programs would have a global effect on the organization and would tie directly to organizational strategies.  
In the beginning, this small but dedicated team spent a great deal of time establishing an identity for the division.  The first major project initiated by OED was a training needs assessment.  For the first time, employees were given choices about the skills they wanted to master and developmental goals they wanted to pursue to improve their work performance.  Giving employees a true voice in the process established a precedent for OED programs to follow, and sent a powerful message to both management and employees alike:  employees are the focus and employee development is a priority.  
Most established work groups or divisions have a reputation for service or quality and can rely on their laurels to open doors and smooth paths.  For OED, establishing a reputation for excellence from scratch meant that every decision was critical, every employee experience must be positive, and every program must succeed.   

Over time, the professional diligence that creates a consistent level of quality began to permeate the minds of both management and employees.   OED began to establish an identity as a resource for innovation and problem solving.  The hard won reputation for excellence was born out by the high level of quality that all OED programs and staff members exhibited.

Although the effort to effect a culture change which values employees as a critical organizational resource is an ongoing one, OED has made incredible strides in changing the way employees think about themselves, their future and their workplace.  The work ahead for this division remains a challenge, but the foundation of quality and dedication to excellence will serve this division well as they continue to grow and strive towards organizational greatness, one employee at a time. 
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