STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP AND GOVERNANCE SUBMISSION
“HOW FULL IS YOUR BUCKET?” TRAINING PROGRAM

Problem Assessment:

   The Public Works Department/ Street and Traffic Division is responsible for many basic – but essential - municipal services, including street maintenance, street cleaning, snow removal, traffic signals, traffic signs and pavement markings.  Given that the department serves more than 300,000 residents, it’s imperative the work be done efficiently. Those efforts were constantly hindered because of considerable employee turnover, poor retention of newly hired employees, disciplinary problems with current employees and productivity issues with declining budgets and fewer employees.  

    The management team needed to find solutions, a way to increase productivity and help employees find the value in themselves so they could develop a sense of pride in their work, in the city and the important services they provide.

   Other supervisory certification programs were in place, but many of the Public Works staff were reluctant to participate. 

     In 2004, a group of supervisors set out to expand their training, hoping to ensure the supervisory certification program had true field relevance. They decided to talk not just about how to comply with state and federal laws, the city’s budget process and how to hire new employees. They decided to help their crews learn about emotion. 
Program Implementation:
     Management was aware of recent research showing that “emotional intelligence” is an integral part of workplace success, higher morale and increased pride in job responsibilities. Although the research is complicated, the concept is not: Employees who repeatedly get praise, who are more emotionally balanced, are more productive.  

   So their supervisory certification training changed. 

  In the first phase of the program, supervisory staff learned about emotional intelligence through in-depth studies of articles and books.  The certification training incorporated “How Full is Your Bucket,” a book by Tom Rath and Donald Clifton based on the simple metaphor of a dipper and a bucket. Supervisors and employees are either making dips (withdraws) or drops (deposits) in each other’s buckets. The theory is that when an employee’s bucket is full, they are productive, gracious and willing to go the extra mile to provide outstanding service to customers. When their bucket is empty from too many dips, employees may have less to give and they may have a more narrow-self-directed focus. 

     At first, the group was skeptical about spending so much time reading and sharing thoughts and information, but as time passed, they developed a passion for the material and began to selectively implement relevant portions of the material into their daily work.

    The group then moved onto “First, Break All the Rules; Now, Discover Your Strengths; Primal Leadership; and Emotional Intelligence at Work.” 
    Their work paid off almost immediately.

Results:

   First, supervisory staff changed the way they hired people.  Traditionally, the pool of available workers for maintenance-related work tends to be less educated as a whole than other higher skilled professionals. Most of the supervisory staff had been conditioned over time to hire anyone they could find and work to develop their skills on the job.  After their study of relational intelligence, they changed the paradigm by more critically analyzing the passions, desires and talents of potential employees.  They actively sought employees with a passion for municipal labor work. Instead of hiring an employee who “just needed a job,” they hired for talent. 

     The next, and probably most important concept embraced by the group, was emphasizing the positive and developing a mutual respect among employees.  The group studied the benefits of positive interactions with people and that our interactions with others shape our lives and are important.  

   The results were remarkable.

   Not only has the staff recognized their own strengths, but they also began to recognize the strengths of others, and to value those strengths and the contributions they can make to the organization. 
    These days, employees are more engaged in their work. Their productivity has been outstanding.

   Productivity indicators for concrete repair and street overlay completed by these crews increased in 2005 over prior years, attributable, in part, to the engagement of the workforce in their work. 

   Supervisors who participated in the training began to interact with their individual work groups differently.   Rather than viewing their work as managing and monitoring their employees’ compliance with rules and regulations, they worked to understand each of their employees’ needs and feelings. This process led to an understanding of the talents and desires of each employee.  Supervisors were then able to match employees better with their respective job. 
     The Divisions’ also overhauled their career development plans which allow for promotion of employees as their skill levels improve on the job.  This overhaul has empowered employees to progress in their jobs.  The end result has been a more engaged workforce and a better place to work. That translates into better customer service, in terms of response time and quality. Disciplinary problems have decreased significantly. 

    But the new training program didn’t just improve the workplace atmosphere – many employees said the new training program improved their personal lives. Public Works staff now consciously works to make their environment  - at work and at home - more positive.           

Lessons learned:

   Public works employees have traditionally not been given the amount of credit they deserve. In so many cities, they are regarded as less than dedicated, almost temporary employees. It’s a critical mistake, and one Aurora is proud to have corrected.

  By giving the public works employees the tools they needed to become better co-workers – better people – we instilled pride, respect and a motivation to succeed in their lives.   
   Transforming the workplace using emotional intelligence is hard work demanding considerable organizational commitment to the learning process.  The concepts are not difficult to understand, but they take time to process and work into an organizations culture.  The end result is a transformation of the workplace environment leading to more productivity and better employee satisfaction. 
   Learning emotional competence allows an individual to develop personal and social skills that can lead to significant improvement in overall workplace performance. For most jobs, understanding relationship dynamics is often more important than technical or analytical skills in predicting the individual success of employees.  

     Those skills become even more critical as workplaces become more diverse.

In Aurora, we are pleased that a fledging idea that began with a few supervisors spread throughout the department and created one of the most dynamic workforces in the Denver metro area.

