eCAD: A Lesson in Employee Engagement
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In the last Gallup employee satisfaction survey, a group in Electronic Commerce Application Development (eCAD), part of the Chief Information Office, had the largest grand mean
 increase of any team in SFA.  As shown below, their score increased from a 3.12 to a 4.31 on a five-point scale.  Behind this 1.19 point increase is a story of important changes that took place in eCAD.

When you enter eCAD, it is evident that this is a group of employees that knows its mission and appreciates each other.  Around the office, there are numerous signs pronouncing eCAD’s own mission statement, “We Help Put America Through School by Ensuring the Quality of E-Business Solutions.”  This statement may be simply asserted, but it is emblematic of a renewed sense of purpose which eCAD did not have a year ago.  eCAD’s transformation is a story of self-discovery and the simple power of communication, empowerment, and teamwork.

Background

At the time of the first Gallup survey, eCAD was a brand new organization, confronting many of the issues inherent in recently created groups.  As Bob Jamroz, Enterprise IT Relationship team leader, explains, “ A year ago, we were very dysfunctional.”  Employees in eCAD were attempting to discern their function and purpose within the SFA.  Making matters worse, they were also learning to integrate with their operating partner.  ECAD’s scores from the first Gallup survey in October clearly reflected this dissatisfaction and uncertainty. The Gallup survey, as Jamroz explains, provided a tool for the organization to begin to examine, and work towards a solution to, its problems.

While Gallup may have quantified some of the issues and shown the employees that there was work to be done, it was the employees themselves who changed their working environment.  The practical steps which they took are lessons in best business practices which many work groups could follow. 

ECAD Transformation

ECAD began its transformation with a meeting of the managers.  At this meeting, the managers discussed their scores and watched a Gallup video which explained the framework of its methodology and philosophy.  The managers decided that they would focus their efforts on three questions, “I know what is expected of me at work” (Q01), “I have the opportunity to do what I do best everyday” (Q03), and “My co-workers are committed to quality” (Q09).  However, the managers also agreed that they would not require their employees to focus on these particular questions; instead they would provide employees with the opportunity to identify areas in need of improvement.

ECAD’s next step was to hold an all-hands meeting.  During this meeting, the employees agreed on two propositions.  First, they established that eCAD needed to raise their scores.  Second, in order to achieve this end, the employees decided that they wanted to escape from the office environment and go on a retreat.  Coincidentally, in regard to the Gallup questions on which eCAD would focus, the employees independently decided to focus on the same three Gallup questions which the managers had deemed most important.

In order to structure the retreat, eCAD formed a four-person committee and brought in a facilitator, Sherri Tolliver, who did not have an affiliation with the group.  The facilitator was from the Training and Development Center (TDC) – available to all SFA work groups free of charge.
 Before the retreat, the facilitator once again polled employee satisfaction in eCAD.  Just by virtue of the all-hands meeting, the scores had already increased, emphasizing the fact that employee empowerment and communication has a powerful affect on satisfaction.  

At the retreat, the managers in eCAD walked a fine line between involvement and independence.  The managers were not an ever-present force, but rather, they came in and out as needed.  Ground rules were established including: everything said in the room, stayed in the room and no personal criticism of co-workers was permitted.  

Working within this structure, the members of eCAD were able to make several fundamental breakthroughs.  After some discussion, the essential problem in eCAD became evident: they did not understand their function.  Once the members of eCAD brought this difficulty out into the open, there was an instant feeling of relief. Many employees had felt this prior to the retreat, but had not articulated it. By the end of the retreat, the members of eCAD had not only proven themselves worthy of trust; they had laid the foundation for many changes to come.

Through brainstorming and discussion, the members of eCAD drafted their own mission statement.  In doing so, they worked together to clarify exactly what their purpose was and decide how to express this objective in simple terms.  The employees then presented the mission statement to management, who quickly accepted it.  The creation of a mission statement by the employees themselves, instead of the managers, was a true example of employee empowerment. 

From the employees’ initial collaboration, two committees were formed to address eCAD’s most basic problems - communication and employee development.  The communication committee was charged with setting up regular processes of communication within eCAD and among its partners.  The employee development committee took on the responsibility of creating systematic independent development plans (IDPs) and ensuring training opportunities for employees.  

Results

The hard work of these committees has impacted eCAD in many positive ways.  Now, members of eCAD have access to all kinds of information including weekly meetings, brown-bag lunches, and weekly and bi-weekly reports.  Consequently eCAD members have a better understanding of what is happening in their organization. 

The organization has gone from using little of its training budget to spending the majority of the money – employees are not only able to take training but are truly encouraged to learn.  The employee development team has achieved this end by publicizing different training opportunities, working with employees to meet their training needs, and announcing how much of the training budget has been spent.

As a testament to the significant improvements in eCAD, at their second retreat, the employees were able to reflect on the difference in their organization from a few months before.  One incident in particular exemplifies this change. During lunch at the second retreat the General Manager of the CIO, Steven Haywald, joined the employees and spoke about something which would usually elicit very strong feelings from most work groups, reorganization.  However, instead of worrying about the safety of their positions, the members of eCAD offered suggestions about how to improve efficiency.  As Jamroz explains, it was the “first time I saw managers and employees treating each other as equals when talking about reorganization.”  It was evident that the old battle line of “manager versus employees” had broken down.  Instead, employees felt empowered to work with management to create a better structure.

Indeed, on paper and in practice, eCAD has made dramatic improvements.  Their transformation is a lesson in how to implement best business practices and employee empowerment.  By organizing a retreat, crafting a mission statement, and implementing committees, eCAD has developed into a more productive and more rewarding place to work. The Gallup methodology did not make the changes which created a better working environment; however, as Jamroz explains, “Gallup opened the door for discussion.”  Once these doors were open, members of eCAD were able to communicate with each other, develop trust, and improve employee satisfaction.
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� Average of 12 Gallup questions


� Sherri Tolliver can be emailed at smtolliver@aol.com.
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