Improving on Great One Measure at a Time

The Excellence Achievement Program of the Building & Safety Division for the City of San Mateo will be one of the featured presentations at the Transforming Local Government Conference, May 29 - 31, 2003, in Plano, TX entitled Excellence Achievement Model, If it Isn’t Broke Fix it Anyway. Learn more about TLG by visiting www.ig.org.

Starting as a new Building Official for the city of San Mateo, Steven Davis found a Building & Safety Division that was already receiving 95 percent or higher ratings on citizen satisfaction surveys. 

The question became, “How do you improve on great?”

Davis’ entry into the Division proved to be a good time to look for something different that would take the Division to a higher standard, and exceptional level. Designed for the Building & Safety Division, the Excellence Achievement Program is a solid model for other groups to easily adopt. 

The Excellence Achievement Program encourages employees individually and as teams to submit new ideas, rewards them for their efforts, and measures their results. The “stealth agenda,” as Davis refers to it, ensures employees exercise leadership, team building, service, learning and innovation.

The first step in developing the program was asking service providers in the private sector about the best ways to improve customer service. From these discussions Davis said one component of great customer service became clear. You must establish a specific standard of customer service for each transaction, which all employees must follow to the letter.

“Following this cookbook philosophy, no matter what the service or transaction, will naturally lead to better customer service,” Davis explained.

The Division was organized into teams that help guide service to a higher level. The teams include Rewards and Recognition, Outreach and Education Projects, Customer Service Standards, and Innovations and Initiatives. 

Cross training is an important element of the program. Davis said that there had been quite a bit of “handing off” of technical questions. Technical proficiency and cross training has enabled the employees to effectively provide basic answers and minimize the number of hand-offs.

Next, the group took a look at what an ideal employee could be. After mulling it over, Davis and a Senior Managers’ Group decided the “ideal” employee would be: technically proficient, an excellent service provider, and consistently innovative. 

With this in mind, Davis asked each employee to come up with one innovation during the program’s six-month rollout period. He said most of the employees are taking the initiative and have already offered many workable ideas. Outreach initiatives are also highly encouraged.

He added that teams are actually out-performing many of the set goals. For example, the Rewards and Recognition team completed their cross training within 6 weeks rather than the mandated six months. From that point, the team was off and running with other innovative ideas and ways to streamline processes.

Measuring Performance

Critical performance measures were established to analyze and guide the Division to its exceptional standards level. At first, Davis said they established a number of performance measures for the groups and teams. 

He quickly realized that too many measurements are not manageable. Instead, each group now has one performance measure to track and use. Davis said simplifying the measures is easier to handle. Plus it is important to note that you don’t have to measure everything a group is doing to get improvements in other areas.

For example, the performance measure for Plan Checks is to complete 90 percent of the checks within eight days. This goal has been reached each week for the last year. Plan checks also involve input from the Fire, Public Works and Planning Departments. 

“Our high standards are spilling over into the other departments. In order for us to meet our set measures, the other departments have to step up their processes and procedures as well,” Davis said.

The Building & Safety Division is using a homegrown permit management system with the custom performance measures built into the system. Creating the in-house system has helped iron out the kinks and aided the Division in writing specifications for a third-party system. The Division is currently in negotiations with Accela, Inc., an ASP (Application Service Provider), to implement the Accela Automation system in the Division. 

All in all, Davis said it wasn’t exactly easy to change what was already working well. “We made a big change here and there were emotional reactions for sure. It is human nature to find it easier to keep things the same. Now, however, the Excellence Achievement Program has taken a mixed group at different skill levels and made them blossom.”

The Building & Safety Division is reaching exceptional levels in customer and employee satisfaction.  For further information, contact Steven Davis, Building Official, Building & Safety Division, City of San Mateo, 650.522.7180 or email at sdavis@cityofsanmateo.org or visit the New Documents Channel in IG’s Knowledge Center for additional material.  

