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SYNOPSIS

Polk County faces the potential retirement of up to 2/3 of its leadership team within the next 5 years – a significant challenge calling for a bold response.  The County’s office of Organization and Employee Development developed a Succession Planning Program (SPP) to identify potential candidates for positions considered critical to organizational success, and to assure each candidate has targeted, individual development plans to prepare them to be viable candidates for future vacancies.  
Nearly 70% of state and local government employees are defined as “knowledge workers,” or employees who require specialized education, training, or skills.  This number is significantly higher than in private industry, where these employees comprise only 30% of the workforce.  Therefore, the loss of institutional knowledge with departure of key people represents an even greater concern for government entities.  In short, critical leaders and the valuable experience they possessed were poised to leave the organization.
Faced with an inevitable leadership shortage and the lack of a process to identify and develop leadership candidates internally, the organization needed an immediate, proactive solution to effectively meet the challenges presented by the upcoming and inevitable loss of key staff and institutional knowledge.  

The OED staff together with executive management developed the Succession Planning Program (SPP) and identified the following goals:
1. To identify potential candidates for positions considered critical to the success of the county.

2. To ensure participants have a targeted, individual development plan, preparing them to be viable future leadership candidates.  

3. To identify gaps where there is a lack or shortage of potential candidates and develop plans to fill the gaps. 

4. To identify the potential loss of critical institutional knowledge of key leaders.
This program marked the first formal process initiated to offer strategic career development aligned with future organizational leadership needs in Polk County. There was no formal process in place to identify and develop internal candidates to fill these imminent vacancies, nor to address the additional strain created by this shift on other levels of the organization’s management structure.  There was no structured approach to retain the knowledge of long-time leaders and employees.
The SPP, operating on an amazing budget of less than $100 per participant, has been incredibly successful in its first 2 years of operation.  At the end of the first cycle, 92% of participants have created an individual development plan, 84% of key positions identified have candidates who will be ready to take over in 5 years or less, and 64% of those positions have two or more viable internal candidates who are working their IDP’s to make them as strong a candidate as possible. 
Innovative characteristics of the program include its use of a 360-degree instrument as a feedback tool, and the coordination of individual development strategies with established organizational initiatives, addressing both individual and organizational needs.  For instance, one competency addressed on the 360 feedback instrument is ability to “challenge the process.”  Coinciding with the SPP is a Polk County process improvement / lean government initiative referred to as the Better, Faster, Cheaper (BFC) project teams.  It became obvious by blending the development needs of the SPP candidates with BFC projects the result would be a win for both the individuals as well as the organization.
A new issue emerged when the economy worsened increasing the need for many in the workforce to delay retirement.  While this pushed out the need to find replacements, it also eliminated potential development positions that would have opened with the normal domino effect from departures and promotions.

The SPP “recycles” every 2 years when a formal review of the program is done, and then the process begins anew.  A SPP scorecard has been developed to track the critical indicators and provide the information needed to measure the program’s progress.  By operating in 2-year cycles the SPP can and will be improved, just like any other process.

For Polk County, SPP represents more than a method of replacing our current leaders.  It marks the dawn of a new age of progressive thinking, the elimination of a silo mentality and the advent of global, long term planning for employee development.  SPP heralds the long awaited acknowledgement within local government that our strength lies in the quality of our employees, and that high quality leaders do not simply evolve, but must be nurtured and developed. 

1.  INNOVATION / CREATIVITY

The SPP is an incredibly low cost program when compared with traditional succession planning and in light of the benefits to both participant and organization.  The only costs incurred were the purchase of a 360-degree software package (Leadership Practices Inventory) as well as the purchase of a survey instrument for each candidate.  All other facets of the program were developed by the SPP team in-house, at no additional cost and without external consultants.  While software is available, the plan is to phase in Succession Planning software in the Oracle system being installed in Polk County, making it completely integrated with all other HR systems in Oracle.
The use of the Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI) 360( feedback tool to identify areas of focus for the candidates’ development and this data becomes one of the contributing factors to the development of an individual’s IDP.  Use of a 360 instrument in a succession planning model is an innovative step for a government entity, and may prove efficacious for use in other developmental programs for employees.  The other method of gathering feedback is a form developed in-house, the Development Needs Assessment (DNA), a form completed by the candidate’s manager, which provides the basis for a great developmental, coaching discussion.
A simple, structured process was developed to identify and avoid loss of key institutional knowledge.  While some steps had been taken previously on an anecdotal basis, this new process provided a formal structure to be followed.
2.  OUTCOMES ACHIEVED

The Succession Planning Program has been immensely successful for Polk County, realizing all of four of its defined goals: 

1. To identify potential candidates for critical county positions

2. To ensure each candidate has a targeted, individual development plan

3. To identify gaps where there is a lack or shortage of potential candidates

4. To identify the potential loss of critical institutional knowledge of key leaders  

The program successfully identified 78 candidates for its first cycle of operation.  Through its rigorous process of identification only employees who truly had the potential to effectively fill critical county positions and the capacity to perform those roles at peak performance level were identified for the program and targeted for development.

The development of an Individual Development Plan (IDP) for each program participant has become a cornerstone of the SPP process.  Currently, 92% of participants are creating an IDP.  The IDP is not a static document, but a fluid tool, which can be adjusted as necessary to allow maximum developmental flexibility.  The IDP is also a superior resource in establishing an active flow of support, information, and feedback between the participant, their SPP coach, current supervisors, and incumbent leaders.  The opportunity for targeted developmental mentoring on such a scale did not exist within the organization prior to the dawn of SPP.  In short, the IDP provides a focal point and yardstick measure for all parties involved, highlighting strengths, identifying challenges and serving as the conduit for a high quality flow of information.  

Identifying shortages of potential candidates can be as critical to the organization as the development of leadership potential.  The SPP confirmed that 84% of key positions have at least one internal candidate who could be prepared to move into that role in five years or less.  In addition, 64% of identified critical positions have two or more internal candidates being prepared for potential transition.  While these percentages indicate a significant bench strength and depth within the organization, the numbers remind us that 16% of critical positions have no one internally who could conceivably fulfill these roles, even with further development.  The SPP team is currently considering strategies to address this gap.

Finally, it is difficult to accurately assess the damage to the organization when critical institutional knowledge is lost as key leaders exit the arena.  The SPP has accomplished their goal of defining the potential loss to the organization through the use of an assessment process, which begins by identifying the vulnerabilities for knowledge loss.  As those vulnerabilities have been identified in each area of expertise, the SPP team has worked with the incumbent leader to determine an appropriate strategy to mitigate the loss.  Samples of strategies include mentoring and other developmental activities to prepare successors, and establishing systems that transfer the knowledge from people’s heads to a more permanent system.  

3.  APPLICABLE RESULTS AND REAL WORLD PRACTICALITY

By achieving these desired outcomes, SPP assisted the organization in directly addressing its imminent needs.  In addition, projected outcomes of future program success are:  improved organizational performance due to improved managerial and leadership skills, increased retention levels in critical roles of the organization, reduced recruiting costs for outside talent and improved employee satisfaction.  
By embracing a formal, targeted process with specific and measurable objectives, we have taken a giant step towards making that belief a reality, and in ensuring a future where local county leaders will take their place among the highest levels of talent in the nation’s workforce.
While succession planning is not a new concept, it is one that holds unique challenges for the public sector.  The danger of the appearance of pre-selection is a real one and must be addressed in the eyes of both employees and citizens.  Several safety points were emphasized to ensure continued objectivity when conducting the selection process for leadership opportunities within the organization:

· When an opening occurs for any position, selection is made using a standard, valid selection process

· Candidates identified in the SPP do not have an advantage in the selection process.  Like all other candidates, they will be assessed and selected based on their ability to perform the duties of the job.

· No one is disqualified or at a disadvantage in the selection process because they were not identified in the SPP.

What then, is the value of participation in the SPP?  Professional development must be a partnership between organization and employee.  By electing to participate in the SPP, an employee is given the opportunity to delve deeply into his/her own skills, aptitudes, abilities and most importantly, their personal vision of a future within their organization.  It is a true and valid assessment of their capabilities and an opportunity to develop their potential.  While there are no guarantees, an employee who has successfully progressed through the SPP will be better prepared to compete for future leadership opportunities and will most certainly improve his/her performance in their current role.  This is a win for both organization and individual. 

4.  CASE STUDY PRESENTATION
The presentation will be made using a PowerPoint presentation with handouts of the presentation slides.  Besides the presenters there will be a succession plan candidate who will speak of his/her personal experience with the program.
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