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A Blueprint for Building Our Leadership Pipeline

Synopsis

A team of five employees from different departments in the City of Durham, North Carolina chose a project to identify resources for leadership development. Acting on a charge from the City Manager, they understood that leadership development is paramount in the face of forthcoming retirements of top level managers, and important to retention and recruitment. Creating a plan, or “blueprint” to develop leaders now and into the future and initiating an informal mentoring pilot were chosen as the goals.  This project built upon “Leadership at All Levels,” a core value of our workforce.  

The City of Durham Blueprint for the Leadership Pipeline is on our website at www.durhamnc.gov/departments/manager/blueprint. We also distribute printed copies for our employees without intranet access. It is divided into seven major sections. 

· Engaging Leaders at All Levels

· Getting People in the Right Places
· Development Programs and Training
· Getting the Right Experience
· Owning Your Own Development
· Supplementing the Pipeline
· Strategic Talent Management
Within the sections, a description of the various programs is provided, followed by the target audience and the typical time frame. The format tells how a class is taught or a function carried out. The primary lead partner identifies who is responsible or seems most likely to sponsor an initiative. What’s happening now and what’s needed gives an overview of current efforts and missing pieces of the pipeline. Sections conclude with contact information and the invitation to contribute ideas and energy. We encourage employees to get involved in helping to build out incomplete pieces of the pipeline.  

The team also identified a missing piece of the pipeline to construct by piloting an informal mentoring plan. Using an approach similar to “speed dating” mentors and mentees self-selected based on their similar responses.  Quarterly follow-up meetings are being held to support the mentors and mentees and the initiative will be evaluated in one year.

The creation of our “blueprint” is helping us describe the opportunities available, connecting existing employees with development options, and mobilizing initiatives to close gaps and create new opportunities for leadership development.  It can be used as a model for other organizations to identify and make the most of current resources in building their leadership pipeline. 

Category: Organization and Finance

A Blueprint for Building Our Leadership Pipeline
Components of Presentation

Innovation/Creativity

A Blueprint for Building Our Leadership Pipeline began as a challenge to a learning-based project team. Five employees participating in The School for Applied Leadership were charged by the City Manager to find ways to build leadership capacity in our organization. We were familiar with the concept of an integrated approach to developing the leadership pipeline, as proposed by ICMA, which recognizes the impact, throughout the organization, of upcoming retirements.
  We were inspired by this report to create a plan, or blueprint, for evaluating and building our own leadership pipeline. The blueprint would be our roadmap for constructing a pipeline to serve leadership development needs now and into the future. The blueprint would categorize the availability and condition of our current resources for leadership development and identify missing pieces of the pipeline for future expansion. It could also be used to help link employees to existing resources and to catalyze initiatives to build out missing pieces of the pipeline. In addition, we took on the construction of a missing pipeline section ourselves: piloting an informal mentoring plan.

We recognized the significance of innovation and creativity from the beginning: naming ourselves the BOB team (Building Our Blueprint) and using the cartoon Bob the Builder – complete with team song - as inspiration for the project. Aware of the value of an unconventional presentation rather than the usual PowerPoint production, we dressed as builders and sang the team song for our first presentation about the blueprint to the executive team. 

We researched mentoring programs and discovered that informal mentoring had a higher success rate than formal programs. We decided to pilot an informal mentoring plan that matched graduates of our internal development programs. When the invitation went out to potential mentors, rather than an email, team members hand-delivered symbolic pieces of PVC pipe with invitations inside. We developed a process for pairing mentors and mentees that was similar to “speed dating.” 

We continue to be creative in plans for getting the blueprint into the hands of employees. The blueprint is on line at www.durhamnc.gov/departments/manager/blueprint. Copies are also provided as brochures. Key rings with miniature pipe wrenches are distributed with the website URL and contact information for all BOB team members. The blueprint has been shared with department directors along with the team’s offer to make presentations at unit meetings. A special effort to target supervisors will begin prior to end-of-year performance appraisals and the blueprint will be incorporated into the performance management system. All employees are expected to have annual development plans, but supervisors have had few resources and little guidance on how to assist employees with this requirement. Plans are in the works for the BOB team to accompany the City Manager at the annual ice cream social - employee recognition event to distribute the blueprints and talk individually with employees about career development opportunities within the organization.

Seeing little in the way of increasing resources for development, our organization continually looks for creative ways to build this capacity by using internal employees and opportunities. Our leadership training programs center on action learning projects that put theory into immediate applied learning. We expect that missing components of the blueprint will be chosen as projects, thus further expanding our organization’s capacity for leadership development. 

Quality Management
Founded as the School for Managing Change by Peter Block with the Society for Quality and Participation, the School for Applied Leadership focuses on applied learning through completion of significant organizational projects. Tools for inviting and engaging, rather than commanding and controlling others, are mainstays of the curriculum. Learning for continuous improvement was the focus of our team for ourselves and is the basis for the blueprint: engaging employees in continuous learning will bring higher quality to the services the City provides.

Project teams and learning are cornerstones of Quality Leadership. We took our responsibilities seriously at the same time and we had a lot of fun accomplishing a significant project. We involved top management from the beginning, having the Executive Team envision the ideal pipeline for supplying leadership into the future – especially in light of anticipated retirements of key managers throughout the organization. The executive team brainstormed all the pieces that would be present in a fully functioning pipeline. The team also sought input from other stakeholders through one-on-one interviews and meetings with groups. We incorporated feedback into the project at all stages. While we were dreaming up the ideal, we were also hard at work canvassing current reality by identifying and describing what is presently in operation. 

Seeing that mentoring came up as a significant missing link in our pipeline, the team designed the informal mentoring plan as a pilot project for one year. At the end of that period mentors and mentees will evaluate its effectiveness and make recommendations as to next steps. In addition, the BOB team is having quarterly meetings to assess progress with the pilot. We hope that informal mentoring, which requires minimal organizational support, will provide another channel for leadership development.

Recognizing that our effectiveness as a team would directly influence the success of our project, we used tools to gauge and enhance our own progress at a team. We started with self-assessments using: MBTI and Gallup’s StrengthsFinder. We periodically checked team process with self-assessments.

Value Proposition

The direct customers of the Blueprint for the Leadership Pipeline are City of Durham employees, at all levels of our organization. Indirectly and long-term, however, citizens of our City can be expected to benefit from building a pipeline that leads to increased leadership capacity, continuous improvement, and more engaged employees. We also expect that as we build the pipeline and strengthen our development capacity, we will be better positioned to recruit and retain talented employees in the face of increasing retirements and stiff competition for employees. Indications are that the next generation places a premium on continuing skills development. 

Building Organizational Capacity
The cascading impact of retirements on leadership succession, rising expectations among employees for development opportunities, and the need for increased leadership competencies at all levels of organizations – these are just some of the challenges looming in the decade ahead.  But maybe the picture is not as bleak as it appears and there is more to work with than current managers realize.

As the BOB team began drafting the blueprint to build our leadership pipeline, we were pleased to learn there were already many opportunities for development within our own organization.  The creation of the “blueprint” is helping us describe the opportunities available, connecting existing employees with development options, and mobilizing initiatives to close gaps and create new opportunities for leadership development.  

ICMA, state associations and many local governments have devoted time and energy to the succession planning question.  Much of the focus has been on how to attract “Next Generation – or Next Gen” talent to the profession of local government management.  While recruitment is indeed an important part of human resource management, creating “bench strength” is also a viable strategy, and creating the kind of workplace and organization that will appeal to both the “Gen X” and “Millennial” generations is part of meeting the challenge. Durham’s blueprint responds to shortcomings identified in local government human resource management practices by showing employees how they can take charge of their own career and professional development and gives management a practical tool for building the leadership pipeline necessary to develop our workforce for the years ahead.

Management Philosophy and Culture
As Jim Collins has pointed out, great organizations are built on enduring values. The BOB team built our project on three of our organizations 7 core values: leadership at all levels, teamwork, and our employees. We demonstrate the value of our employees by investing in their professional development. 

The Blueprint for the Leadership Pipeline was also greatly influenced by research from the Center for Creative Leadership (CCL). CCL’s research found that only a small part of learning for leadership comes from classes and books. Much of the learning occurs through challenges, hardship, stretch work assignments, other on-the-job learning, and engaging managers in developing their employees. Thus organizations need to think much more broadly than training programs or “Universities” when they want to develop employees and prepare leaders. The breadth of opportunities covered by the blueprint conveys the extensive prospects available in an organization for leadership development.

The School for Applied Leadership, originally founded by Peter Block (Stewardship) which provided the context for this project, is based on the philosophy of participative leadership and teamwork. Invitation and personal accountability take the place of control and coercion. Over the course of several months, faculty, including Charlotte Roberts (Fifth Discipline Fieldbook), John Schuster (Answering Your Call: a Guide to Living Your Deepest Purpose), Dick and Emily Axelrod (Terms of Engagement) and others introduced us to concepts for leading organizations in new ways, as we have even greater diversity among employees of several generations in the workforce. 

Finally, we took a strengths-based approach to the project. Much research has been done on the value of focusing on strengths and positives (Gallup, Martin Seligman, David Cooperrider and others). The BOB team chose to focus on what we have in place to build on. Our first step was to create a vision of the “best possible” based on input from numerous stakeholders. We then did an inventory and description of all the things that we have going for leadership development. We have training programs for various levels of employees; developmental assignments that allow employees to work short-term in other departments acquiring knowledge and new skills; task team assignments that provide applied learning opportunities; apprenticeships in some of our operational departments; experienced employees who are willing to mentor emerging leaders; and various other opportunities that, when framed with a positive lens, can provide wonderful learning opportunities for leaders. The blueprint relies on the inherent strength of employees to manage their own learning and career development by providing them with a tool for navigation. 
Our approach incorporates identifying and using the different strengths that employees bring to the workplace to promote high levels of engagement. Research by the Gallup Organization demonstrates that people who have the opportunity to use their strengths nearly every day at work are much more likely to be and remain engaged employees. According to Gallup, engaged employees "work with passion and feel a profound connection with their company. They drive innovation and move the organization forward."
 Strengths assessment is a regular feature of our leadership training and we are beginning to use it with existing teams. A recent session with our survey team identified an employee with a pattern of strengths ideal for training new employees. This individual is excited by the prospect of adding training to his role. Our goal is to use strengths assessments to help employees find the opportunities and places in our organization where they can be most successful.
Results/Real World Advice

Our organization has many employees who are eager to learn, willing to get out of their comfort zones when challenged to build something to benefit others, and excited to have the opportunity to work creatively with colleagues from other departments.  We bet yours does, too. Identifying a team of “emerging leaders” and challenging them with discovering what currently exists for leadership development and what is needed is a great place to invest energy. The creation of a blueprint captures present opportunities and builds optimism for an even better future.

Training dollars are limited in our organization as they probably are in yours. We suggest using the research from the Center for Creative Leadership to change the paradigm on development. Capture the many challenging opportunities that exist in any government entity and support employees in learning from those experiences. The blueprint can become a tool to empower employees in their own professional development. 

Changing the mindset that training is synonymous with development, instead of one component of development, is a major hurdle. Employees, supervisors, and managers sometimes need to be refocused on the learning inherent in reflecting on success and challenges and taking on new assignments. Framing participation on a task team as applied learning and leadership development is a new way of thinking for many.
With the impending challenge of filling the leadership pipeline in government, it behooves us to take stock of what we have and what we need. Empowering employees with information about what is available and inviting them to be part of building the system is an invitation to leadership.
� Building the Leadership Pipeline in Local, State, and Federal Government. Published by CPS Human Resource Services, 2005.


� Gallup Management Journal, January 12, 2006





