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ABSTRACT
Development of key employees is more important than ever for North American utilities.
Facing the retirement of a large percentage of key managers in the next few years, utility
leaders are scrambling to capture the unique institutional knowledge these departing
managers may be carrying out the door. Has your organization been developing the right
employees who can bridge the talent gap that may exist until the position is filled?
At the Tualatin Valley Water District (TVWD) – a provider of domestic water to
approximately 200,000 people located just west of Portland, Oregon – utility leaders are
already facing these challenges head-on and the organization has taken concrete action to be
ready. With three key managers planning their retirement within the next three years, TVWD
initiated a program to validate institutional knowledge documents, gather tacit knowledge
about operational history, and commit planning schedules to paper that previously existed
only in managers’ heads. The utility has launched a workforce development program that is
based on matching an individual’s strengths to an individual development plan, a model
other utilities may wish to emulate.
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INTRODUCTION
Are you faced with key managers retiring in the next three years? Are you unclear about
what unique institutional knowledge they may be carrying out the door? Have you been
developing employees to bridge the labor gap you’ll face when those in critical positions
retire?
The Tualatin Valley Water District (TVWD) found their organization in that exact situation
and decided to take action. With three key managers planning their retirement in the coming
eighteen months, TVWD initiated a program to validate institutional knowledge, gather tacit
knowledge about operational history, put planning schedules on paper that previously existed
only in managers’ heads, and design a workforce development program based on matching
an individual’s strengths to a personalized development plan. This case study review
provides the “know-how” to kick start a workforce development initiative in your
organization and lay the groundwork for a “sustainable” labor pool in the future.
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TVWD IS AN EMPLOYER OF CHOICE
Tualatin Valley Water District is a special purpose water service district located adjacent and
west of Portland, Oregon. TVWD’s mission is, “To provide our community quality water and
customer service.” The District serves 200,000 customers in a 45 square mile service area
utilizing 112 employees. The five-member Board of Commissioners drafted a policy that
TVWD will be an employer of choice, a goal they actively support as demonstrated in their
drive to create a workforce development program.
Other indicators of the Board’s support for the District initiatives include:
•

Implementation of a pay plan based on job performance with beginning salaries set at 2%
above the area market rates

•

A health care program that provides 100% coverage for the employee and their family
with only a $15 co-pay which saves the District 20% over the cost of conventional
healthcare plans

•

Flexible work hours with every other Friday off, paid transit passes, state pension plan
membership, paid professional organization memberships for every employee, and over
3% of payroll budgeted for training purposes

•

An employee committee with representation from each division

•

A rigorous hiring process that includes an assessment center and psychologist interview
for every position at supervisor level or above

•

A zero percent turn over rate!

Sustainability is a core value of the District. They utilize sustainable processes for CIP
planning and purchasing, and their newly remodeled District headquarters is an award
winning “green” building.
In 2006, the District came to understand the implications of their aging workforce. One-third
of their employees were over age 50 (the average age was 44), and the District offered a full
retirement option at age 58 for anyone hired before 2005 – regardless of their number of
years service. Faced with the reality of a rapidly shrinking workforce and the Board’s
commitment to promote from within whenever a candidate is qualified, the District needed to
take action. They decided that in order to have a sustainable workforce, they needed a
workforce development program to identify future leaders and proactively prepare for the
impending labor shortage that is beginning to affect both the District and the entire utility
industry.
EXTERNAL EXPERTISE BROUGHT COMPLEMENTARY TALENT TO THE
PROJECT
The District’s Management Team realized they needed assistance to design a workforce
development program – preferably from a consulting firm with expertise in the areas of
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workforce development and utility management. They issued a Request for Proposal for
consulting assistance with a long list of over twenty items all connected to workforce
development and planning. The District selected EMA as the consultant best qualified to
meet their project objectives.
These objectives were to:
•

Standardize the tools and methods used to evaluate future candidates

•

Develop a plan to meet the District’s future staffing demands

•

Develop processes to capture institutional knowledge

A FOUR STEP PROCESS LED TO A TVWD’S WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT
PROGRAM
TVWD’s workforce development program was created using four major steps:
Step One: Understand the Organization Through Assessment Activities.
Several assessment activities were completed to familiarize the consultant team with the
culture and working environment of the District. These included a cultural assessment,
demographic analysis, human resource policy and practice review, and creation of a work
catalog to understand the work completed by District resources.
Completing this assessment work provided EMA with an understanding of the District’s
environment and identified areas of vulnerability for resource and knowledge loss, and the
District with a shared understanding of their current risks and focus areas. During this part of
the project, the District realized that they already had an external hiring process that worked
well for them. That realization adjusted the focus of their workforce development program to
concentrate on developing internal candidates’ leadership and management traits required at
the District.
Step Two: Identify the Position Requirements for Near-Term Areas of Risk.
Position requirements for at-risk positions were defined through a process of interviewing
candidates in those positions; creating a profile of the talents, knowledge and skills that serve
as a model for future leaders in the District; and assessing the performance of the candidates
currently in the roles. The team used the Q12 performance survey to identify the successful
manager in the organization.
This provided a clear definition or “profile” of the talents, knowledge and skill requirements
necessary for the at-risk positions. These profiles formed the basis for evaluating candidates
eligible to fill the at-risk positions.
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Step Three: Assess Internal Candidates for At-Risk Positions.
Using the profiles created in Step Two, the team defined the process for qualifying
candidates eligible for the workforce development program. For each employee who
expressed interest in this program, the District created a talent and skill profile, conducted an
interest interview, and completed a 360º leadership assessment. Candidates were evaluated
against predefined objective criteria, and 10 were accepted into the first phase of this
program. All interested candidates participated in creation of a “strengths-based” individual
development program to prepare them for this current or a future workforce development
phase.
Step Four: Test Knowledge Retention Tools in Areas of Near Term Risk.
The work catalog and document inventory created in Step One provided the basis for
selection of knowledge retention tools to test at the District. Primary tools tested included
mentoring and process documentation. In the future, the District plans to implement a
document repository tool such as SharePoint.
PROJECT RESULTS IN A REPLICABLE WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT
PROGRAM
TVWD is confident it has a replicable workforce development program that will sustain their
workforce in the future. Phase One of the program is currently underway, with the 10
selected participants fully engaged in developing their leadership (as well as technical)
knowledge and skills. The District anticipates that all program participants will be
competitive candidates for future leadership positions as they occur. Phase Two candidates
have been identified and will officially begin the program in 2008, although several are
already seeking development opportunities on their own, based on the content of their
strengths- based development plan.
CONCLUSION
TVWD is an organization that celebrates its successes. Their Board of Commissioners and
General Manager care about the sustainability of the District and the success of their
employees. Providing above average pay, unique benefits, challenging work and now the
opportunity for every employee to develop their talents, skills and knowledge, maintains the
District’s status as an employer of choice!
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