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In 2003, the City of Tamarac was 99% built-out, facing declining revenues, and experiencing changing demographics and customer needs.  To address these issues, Jeffrey L. Miller, Manager of the City of Tamarac, made a bold decision to alter the way business was conducted in the City; a decision that would affect how our residents would interact with their City, and how employees would interact with one another. In fact, the decision would have the effect of changing the strategic direction and culture of the City.  That decision was to become a High Performance Organization (HPO).   
Although the City of Tamarac has for many years served the community with distinction and pride, the decision to become an HPO was intended to take the City’s “Customer Service… Second to None” signature motto to the next level.  Being an HPO is akin to getting back to the basics.  It means having a vision and a functional strategic plan to attain that vision; it means ensuring financial stability through forecasting and benchmarking; it means listening to the customer and making decisions on the information that is received; it means providing and fostering innovative leadership; and it means changing the culture of the organization, including empowering employees.  
Though it sounds simple, being an HPO involves significant time at the onset to build a culture of empowerment, communication, and innovation.  Many organizations and companies strive to provide the best service as efficiently as possible, but fail to set the framework or equip their staff with the necessary tools to ensure success.  Often, the changes can be quite a culture shock, not just to employees, but to the recipients of this new service direction as well.
After receiving the City Commission’s full support and enthusiastic approval to proceed with becoming an HPO at their Strategic Planning Retreat in the Spring of 2004, Mr. Miller sent his Executive Team and selected “leaders” from throughout the organization to the University of Virginia’s Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service.  The University’s Senior Executive Institute (SEI) and Leading Educating and Developing (LEAD) programs are designed to equip public managers and leaders with the tools to respond to the challenges currently facing the public sector, including declining revenues, demand for a more responsive government, newly emerging technologies, and the need to do more with less.
The group returned to the City of Tamarac with a renewed sense of purpose, but there was still the question of how the City would become an HPO.  Initially it was discussed whether or not to bring in a consultant to assist the City with this transition, but that did not fit in with the idea of empowering our workforce.  In fact, early in the HPO initiative the City Manager determined that his vision for moving Tamarac toward a more streamlined and efficient organization would need the “buy-in” and support of not just the City Commission and Executive Team, but of the City’s most valuable asset, its employees. Therefore, when it came time to answer “How would Tamarac become an HPO?” the answer was obvious - by utilizing the talents and know-how of its workforce.   It was clear that a team-based culture built on employee empowerment was the key to the success of this initiative.
A cross-functional group of employees from all levels and departments of the organization began meeting in December of 2004 to spearhead this effort.  They had many tasks ahead of them – educate the workforce, determine the areas of greatest need, and identify and implement solutions, just to name a few.  This group of employees was trained in HPO initiatives, coached in “Train the Trainer” sessions, and began to look at the successes of similar organizations, government and otherwise.  They were looking for best practices - that is, to determine what made these organizations successful and how could we translate and modify those successes to fit Tamarac’s HPO initiative.
How did we do it?  
At the onset, when asked for volunteers to join this effort, impressively more than 100 employees volunteered – whether to serve on an improvement team, attend a focus group, take a survey, or provide input.  The importance of this cannot be understated given our focus on empowerment and change.  Together with the steering committee, these employees have spent the past five years: 1) Creating a vision; 2) Ensuring financial stability through strategic planning and use of technology; 3) Identifying and listening to the customer; 4) Providing innovative leadership; and 5) Empowering employees.   Within each category, there have been numerous accomplishments – and we’ve chosen a few to share, particularly those that significantly changed our culture and shifted our organization’s direction.  
1) Create a vision - Using a collaborative process that all employees contributed to, the City developed its vision of “Leading the Nation in quality of life through safe neighborhoods, a vibrant economy, exceptional customer service, and recognized excellence.”  Every employee provided their input on where they saw the City in 5-10 years, and once the vision was developed the City Manager met with every department to introduce it, and reaffirm its importance to guiding the actions of every employee and the organization as a whole.  He also reaffirmed the mission and values and discussed what they meant to the City moving forward.  This information was shared with our customers through an extensive outreach campaign involving banners, newsletters, and meetings; it is also incorporated into new employee orientation and new resident packets, to name a few.  
2) Ensure financial stability through strategic planning and use of technology - As employees had expressed an interest in being involved in the strategic planning process, they were included through an intensive SWOT analysis and environmental scanning process following the creation of the City’s vision.  This process was built on information ranging from demographics, to survey data, to department reports, to financial history and future projections.  Department Managers followed up a few weeks later with “Visiting Department Director” meetings, and the steering committee led an effort for every employee to tie their job to newly created goals in the strategic plan through “tri-fold cards” to be kept with their employee badges.  To ensure financial stability, each department is linked to the strategic plan through the budget process and business plans. Additionally, one of the goals of the Strategic Plan is to use the latest in technology to better serve our customers, both internally and externally, to save time and money. As a result of the HPO process, several new technologies have been implemented in the city such as a software system designed to make communication between residents and their City fast, easy, and convenient. The software allows our residents to report problems, ask questions, or make comments 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Other innovations include a new one-stop searchable Intranet portal for employees – a vast improvement over the old system of multiple locations where data and information was stored. This new employee Intranet also includes a knowledge base where employees are encouraged to share best practices. Tamarac was also one of the first cities in South Florida to embrace social media – recognizing that Twitter, Facebook, and the other instant communication tools are how our customers and employees are interacting with one another.
3) Identify and listen to the customer – Important to being an HPO is to know who the customer is, what their needs and requirements are, and to determine how to meet those needs.  Early on, staff identified our primary customers as businesses and residents and developed the City’s first community survey to determine levels of satisfaction and areas for improvement.  Once we received the results of the survey, an improvement team analyzed the data and developed City-wide action plans. Focus groups were held, and the City began implementing “neighborhood meetings” twice yearly in each of the four Commission Districts throughout the City to allow residents to meet with their Commissioners and senior City staff on their “turf” to discuss issues of importance. The City also began a popular yearly citizen academy, Tamarac University, to educate residents about the inner-workings of the City and to encourage communication. Additionally, the City also revised many of its communications tools. For instance: each new resident in the City is given a New Resident Packet with information our residents have said is important to them; the City’s quarterly magazine, the Tam-A-Gram, was redesigned and re-focused to be more engaging and informative to residents; the City’s website was revamped to become more user-friendly; and a comprehensive FAQ booklet was developed and distributed city-wide based on resident and business feedback from focus groups.   Also based on focus group feedback, employees created a new set of customer service standards known as “Play Your PART” where PART stands for Professionalism, Accuracy, Responsiveness, and Timeliness.  
4) Provide innovative leadership – Leadership comes from the top – this is an indisputable fact.  The City Manager began to close the gap between management and line employees through quarterly meetings with all employees, “Visiting Department Director” meetings, attendance at various department staff meetings, and a more interactive “Expanded Management Team” meeting for mid-level supervisors.   Under his direction, departments revised their staff meetings to make them more interactive and empowering, and department and city teams were empowered to make improvements.  Based in large part on employee survey results, the HPO process has encouraged and fostered leadership from all levels of employees.  For example, an employee whose job involves cleaning canals serves on the steering committee.  Through his five years on the team he has developed skills in leadership, presentation, and team dynamics.  He has since been promoted twice and is now a team leader in his division – this speaks directly to the City’s focus on providing innovative leadership.   
5) Empower employees – Employees were integral to the success of the City’s HPO initiative.  Beyond service on teams, the City instituted cross training in all departments, boosted the City’s employee recognition programs, and developed an FAQ booklet for employees so they could solve problems and answer questions rather than forwarding calls.  Departments also empowered their own employees in different ways.  One department changed the format of their staff meetings – instead of being led each time by the department manager, there is a rotation among the employees for who will lead the meetings.  All of the examples we’ve shared were developed collaboratively through empowered employees – none of them were instituted top-down in the traditional, age-old form of management. 

How do we know it worked?
The end result of these changes is a culture focused on teamwork, empowerment, communication, innovation, strategic direction, and improvement.   Our most recent employee survey shows that overall satisfaction among Tamarac employees is significantly higher than the national average (based on the results of a survey that was administered to a random sample of city and county employees in the continental U.S in October of 2008 by ETC Institute, an independent surveying company).  In fact, 81% of Tamarac employees are satisfied with their employment – 23 percentage points above the national average, and an 11 percentage point increase over our 2007 scores.    Additionally, there was a 12.5% cultural improvement from 2007 to 2009 in the areas of Strategic Direction, Communication, Empowerment, and Employee Recognition.  Many of our improvements were in the double digits, some as high as 30% improvement, and many of our categories now exceed the national average.  For example, the percentage of employees who feel that their input is important to management improved 34%; the percentage of employees knowing how their job supports the City’s goals improved 18%, 19 percentage points above the national average; use of teams improved 26%; and employees feeling they were encouraged to be innovative improved 19%.  
Additionally, our resident survey results support the improved culture and direction of the City.  One of the key success measures is overall quality of services provided by the city – 82% of Tamarac residents were satisfied or very satisfied, an impressive 31 percentage points above the Florida average, and 33 percentage points above the national average.     According to our independent surveying firm, ETC Institute, it is atypical to see such increases in satisfaction levels given the current economic climate, and the City’s “enhanced organizational effectiveness” appears to be one of the contributing factors to our sustained resident and business satisfaction levels.  Additionally, using a composite index (with our 2007 overall customer satisfaction rating as a baseline),  Tamarac’s overall customer satisfaction improved in 2009 while the Florida average declined nine points, and the national average declined seven points.  
In conclusion - When many organizations have been forced to cut back on services and programs, we believe our employee-led, results-driven initiative to promote an HPO has been integral to our ability to deliver the high quality services our citizens have come to expect.  Through our newfound vision and strategic direction, sound financial forecasting, focus on our customer and integrating their needs, fostering of innovative leadership at all levels, and empowering our workforce, the City of Tamarac has become the High Performance Organization City Manager Jeffrey L. Miller envisioned five years ago.
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