Utility 101
I
Training can be costly, but the right program can help utilities
yield a considerable return on their education investment
Seth Yoskowitz and Peggy Umphres

n today’s economic climate, a utility needs to educate its workforce faster, cheaper, and more effectively than ever. According to a study by the American

Society for Training and Development (Alexandria,
Va.), direct costs for training at U.S. firms typically

amount to 2% of payroll costs. In an economic downturn, education and
training budgets usually are the first to be cut. Therefore, many training

programs are underfunded, and management often sees education as
an expense rather than an investment.
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Many utility training programs
incorporate team-building
exercises. Here, employees
from the Los Angeles Bureau
of Sanitation work together to
cross a “river” safely.
october 2006
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With 60% of its
senior staff scheduled to retire in the
next 5 years, the
Los Angeles Bureau
of Sanitation
needed to enhance
the project management skills of its
staff.

When utilities do invest in training programs,
they typically take a reactive approach. The
courses they offer are more likely to address
known problems than anticipate future needs of
the workforce or customer base.
Most utility managers understand that knowledge acquisition is central to the success of
any organization, but find it challenging to put
relevant and effective educational programs into
practice. However, with some advance planning
and strategic direction, utilities can implement a
proactive education and training program that
can yield substantial benefits in productivity,
customer service, and profitability.

Getting Started
Does your utility need to take a serious look at
its education and training program? Today’s utilities face critical learning issues. For instance:
• To increase efficiency, utilities are reorganizing and restructuring staff assignments, and
re-engineering business processes.
• Employees who are inadequately prepared
for the high-tech work of the 21st century
need to update their skills.
• Multiple generations of workers within a
single organization have vastly different sets
of values, computer skills, and modes of
learning.
In order for a utility to foster an environment
of sustained learning, its education program
must help the organization meet its strategic
goals. Therefore, training should have a positive
impact on the bottom line. Employees should
be able to take courses that match their profes58
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sional needs. And training opportunities can’t be
announced as a one-time special event. Rather,
they need to be integrated as a critical part of
the utility’s business culture and overall internal
communications plan.
Utilities have a number of options for implementing an education and training plan:
• Generic off-the-shelf training. This option
typically carries the lowest cost to the utility.
Such programs usually are based on a software package or textbook purchase that is
then made available to individual students.
This approach allows students to proceed
at their own pace. However, since these
programs are designed for mass applicability, they are not tailored to an individual 		
utility’s work environment.
• Local universities and executive training
programs. These programs typically are 		
aimed at mid-management to executive-level
employees. In most cases, such education
programs offer continuing education credit.
Like off-the-shelf options, these offerings are
convenient and low-cost. Since these options
allow direct interaction between students
and teachers, they tend to emphasize the
interactive learning style most effective with
adult learners. However, the course materials may or may not align with the utility’s
strategic plan or its unique vocabulary.
• Internal programs. Utilities can build
educational programs to deliver common
messages across multiple courses and
foster common vocabulary among different
employee groups. Utility-specific issues
can be addressed through a customized
curriculum. Utilities can take this work on
internally, or hire a consultant to assist them
in program design and implementation. To
design such courses, consultants interview
the utility’s leadership team to understand
its strategic direction and the overarching
objectives for the courses to be delivered.
	If the consultant is an accredited learning
organization, this type of program can offer
continuing education units.

Putting Plans Into Practice: Kansas City
Faced with an aggressive schedule of urban
redevelopment, the City of Kansas City (Mo.)
Capital Improvements Management Office (CIMO)
set a high goal: to be one of the leading public
agencies in the project management arena.
To help achieve this objective, the city first
performed a needs assessment to evaluate the
current project-management skill level of the
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organization. It conducted interviews with key
department leaders and employee focus groups
to identify the organization’s strengths and weaknesses with regard to project management. The
assessment results led CIMO to recommend the
following organizational changes:
• standardize project management and leader
ship practices across an array of work teams;
• articulate expectations of project teams;
• identify, share, and implement best
practices;
• develop interpersonal and communications
skills;
• enhance team dynamics for better project
outcomes; and
• improve skills and behaviors related to
organizational transition.
The needs assessment also revealed that
CIMO needed to pay more attention to team
building, formal communications, and resource
management in order to promote the success of
its projects.
With project management training as a
foundation, CIMO created a training academy to help its staff build the skills identified
in the needs assessment. The 2005 academy
courses included “Leadership Development for
Program Management,” “Communications and
Presentations,” “Fundamentals of Negotiations,”
“Building Teams Through Strategy Articulation
and Implementation,” and “Project Management
Fundamentals for Project Support Staff.”
To ensure that the organization’s core values, business processes,
and organizational culture
were reflected in the educational materials, CIMO obtained staff input on specific
course content. The overall
goal of the courses was to
give CIMO project managers a consistent baseline
level of project management
skills that would enhance
their work performance.
Individuals with demonstrated leadership abilities
were selected to participate
in the first round of courses.
These early adopters were
flexible in attitude, delivered learning messages to
their teams, and were open
to advocating for cultural
change.

Ensuring Knowledge Retention:
Los Angeles
The Los Angeles Bureau of Sanitation is facing
a potential loss of critical corporate knowledge.
According to Michael Simpson, senior sanitary
engineer for the bureau, 60% of the bureau’s
senior project leaders will be retiring in the next
5 years.
The bureau, which employs about 2800 staff
to handle the wastewater, some stormwater and
much of the solid-waste needs of the city, has
had a formal training program for its treatment
plant staff since 1989 and has been expanding the
program in recent years.
Rather than ignore its aging workforce, the
bureau enhanced its project management capabilities to avoid significant impacts from this
looming loss of knowledge. First, the bureau
conducted a needs assessment. It uncovered the
following problems:
• Project management and leadership
practices were not standardized across
divisions.
• The bureau was lacking a project management culture.
• Project scoping needed work.
• Quality processes needed improvement.
• There was no common vocabulary across
multiple divisions.
• There was not a common approach to
project delivery, nor a means of measuring
progress.
The bureau developed a project management
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Los Angeles
Bureau of
Sanitation staff
members piece
together LEGO
blocks in an
exercise. The
course has been
popular with
bureau employees, who plan to
capture the best
practices learned
in a management
manual.
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course to address these issues and included
• the life cycle of a project,
• principles of project planning,
• project scheduling,
• attributes of successful project managers,
• project monitoring and controls,
• principles of quality management,
• project reviews, and
• effective communication.
After identifying appropriate topics, the bureau designed a 2-day training program. Early
on in the course, bureau employees were asked
to rethink their jobs. Facilitators reminded them
that they do more than address routine operational issues: They work on projects. Their projects range from report preparation, to laboratory
analyses upgrades, to purchasing solid-waste
collection trucks. Regardless of the nature of
their work, employees found that many activities
they formerly regarded as simple tasks are in
fact, formal projects amenable to the benefits of
a defined project management approach.
At the conclusion of each course, participants
provided feedback to bureau management and the
course designers. Through this input, the bureau
found that staff members wanted to learn more
about specific project management topics. The staff
also was interested in developing a standard project
management manual to capture best practices and
move toward greater consistency. A team of more
than 20 bureau employees currently
is working on this
manual, scheduled
for completion early next year.
“The training
was well-received
by staff members,
and many volunteered to assist in
establishing this
manual,” Simpson
said. “The most
useful part of the
training was the
recognition that we
do deliver projects
and a standardized
common approach
can be established.
The hands-on
course activities
were cherished by
all participants,”
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Steps to Success
To effectively keep pace with the rapidly
changing economy and workforce, a utility
should be proactive in its approach to education
and training. Some steps to success include
• determine what type of training options your
utility wants to offer;
• develop relevant courses to train leadership
in key competencies;
• add courses to the curriculum that contribute to the strategic plan;
• solicit feedback from participants and senior
leadership, and adjust course delivery based
on the feedback;
• create an internal buzz by documenting early
successes;
• refresh the curriculum as strategic directions
change; and
• develop new programs within the utility to
build upon new skills gained via the courses.
Taking these steps will help ensure that the
education and training program is a true investment in a utility’s future, rather than just another
expense.
Seth Yoskowitz and Peggy Umphres are consultants with Business Solutions Group, a division
of MWH (Broomfield, Colo.).

Hands-on experiential
training can have a lasting impact on a utility’s
workforce.
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