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MANAGING FOR
CONTINUOUS
IMPROVEMENT:
CHESTERFIELD COUNTY,
VIRGINIA

Management fads come and go,
but the desire to continually

improve persists among public
servants in local government.

This month’s report looks at the ex-
perience of one local government that
adopted total quality improvement
(TQI) principles, committed resources
to implementing them, build on its
successes from year to year, and is
now reaping the benefits of a
workforce trained and managed in
a maturing TQI environment.
Chesterfield County, Virginia, traces
its commitment to quality back more
than two decades, but the formal
implementation of TQI came in 1992
at the request of the county board of
supervisors.

The early steps to use TQI tools to
solve immediate problems, the later
actions to incorporate TQI principles
in everyday work planning and deci-
sion making, and the results of seven
years of training, study, and practice
are described in this report. In
Chesterfield County, the TQI initiative
has grown to include not only manag-
ers and employees but also the
county’s private sector suppliers. A
“Road Map for Continuous Improve-
ment,” sample process maps and per-
formance measures, and descriptions
of TQI “success stories” illustrate how
continuous improvement has become
a way of life in Chesterfield County.
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This report was written by Sharon L. Randol,
quality coordinator, Chesterfield County, Virginia.
Ms. Randol has directed continuous improvement
training and implementation efforts in the county
since December 1995.

Managing for Continuous
Improvement: Chesterfield

County, Virginia

Many local governments have abandoned the use of
total quality management practices, dismissing them
as yesterday’s fad. By contrast, Chesterfield County,
Virginia, has invested over seven years in training
and providing senior executive support to adopt to-
tal quality improvement (TQI) as a strategy to en-
hance programs and services. Even though the
county says “it has only scratched the surface,” the
results are already impressive: cumulative dollar sav-
ings from 1994 to 1998 amount to $3.7 million; cu-
mulative time savings over the same period amount
to 20,000 personnel hours.

Chesterfield County’s commitment to continu-
ous improvement was made almost 20 years ago
when it chose as its motto “Providing a ‘first choice’
community through excellence in public service.” In
1992, the county board of supervisors instructed the
county administrator to apply TQI principles to
county administration. At that time, the county,
which borders Richmond, Virginia, was growing rap-
idly, and demands on its resources were also grow-
ing. Population in the county had increased from
170,000 to 240,000 in five years.

This report explains how county staff responded
to the board’s direction, first by engaging all staff in
continuous problem solving and then by restructur-
ing work processes. As the TQI environment matures
in Chesterfield County, staff are examining and
changing basic organizational systems. As a result,
the county has been able to absorb its increasing
workload with practically no increase in county ad-
ministrative staff since 1992. Figure 1 illustrates how

TQI fits into the county’s long-standing effort to
improve its government.

PROBLEM SOLVING

The county staff’s first challenge in 1992 was to un-
derstand the TQI lexicon. An outside quality consult-
ant, Dr. Herb Zagarow of the Quality Alert Institute,
trained the staff, beginning with the county admin-
istrator and the leadership group (the county’s se-
nior executives) to be TQI trainers and facilitators.
A cadre of “key resource people” proficient in the
use of statistical process control was identified and
also trained.

Infrastructure

A TQI steering committee was formed. Composed
of a cross section of senior executives, first-line su-
pervisors, and frontline employees, the steering com-
mittee concentrated initially on getting all employees
trained. It has met monthly since 1993 and contin-
ues to direct and coordinate the quality improvement
effort.

Employee Training

A four-hour TQI orientation course was delivered to
all of the county’s employees. Additional training
was offered in process flow diagrams, cause-and-ef-
fect diagrams, and brainstorming. A two-day statis-

Performance
measurement

system

1978

Strategic
planning by
departments

1983

Performance-
based pay

1985-88

Customer service
initiative

1991

Total quality
improvement

1992

Figure 1  Continuity of Productivity and Quality Efforts
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tical process control workshop covered control
charts, histograms, and Pareto charts. A segment on
TQI, which included a videotape of county employ-
ees giving testimonials, was added to the orientation
for new employees. Training in customer service and
leadership augmented the TQI training.

Improvement Projects

To get improvement projects under way quickly, staff
used employee involvement groups made up of in-
dividuals working within a natural work group. The
members of each new employee involvement group
met with a trained facilitator to brainstorm, catego-
rize, and prioritize opportunities for improvement
in their area of responsibility. The results of the brain-
storming usually fell into three categories: (1) quick
fixes, (2) quality-of-work-life/safety issues, and (3)
“biggies and toughies.”

Quick fixes. Quick fixes are solutions to obvious
problems that can be implemented by the first-line
supervisor or employee and do not require much in
the way of capital. See the sidebar on this page for
one example.

Quality-of-work-life/safety. These issues can also
be dealt with swiftly. Quality-of-work-life improve-
ments address the working environment. Examples
include instituting a departmental smoking policy,
shifting job assignments, and obtaining necessary
tools. Safety issues are problems that create unsafe
working conditions and need immediate attention.

Biggies and toughies. Some issues require further
study. These are usually cross-functional issues that
require the input of people from several work areas
or more than one department to resolve. In
Chesterfield County, five quality councils were
formed to prioritize and address the biggies and
toughies in five areas: community development, hu-
man services, fire, police, and management services.
The quality councils charter cross-functional process
or project action teams to tackle problems that are
considered high priority.

The Maturing of the Improvement Process

Between 1992 and 1996, 71 employee involvement
groups met and 117 project action teams were
formed. Today, most team efforts within departments
are facilitated by the worksite TQI advisors and natu-
ral work teams. Cross-departmental teams continue
to be more structured, with formal charters and ex-
ternal TQI advisors. In 1998, 3 employee involvement
groups and 16 project action teams were chartered.

A standard approach to problem solving and
process improvement evolved, which is illustrated
in Figure 2.

PROCESS MANAGEMENT

By 1996, most of the “low-hanging fruit” had been
harvested: employees had become proficient with the
basic tools in the TQI toolbox. The next level of qual-
ity for Chesterfield County lay in institutionalizing
the use of process management. That required a tran-
sition from a firefighting or reactive mode to a pre-
ventive or proactive mode. As one senior executive
put it, “if it ain’t broke, break it.” In other words,
don’t wait until there is a problem: go out and study
your processes; get in touch with your citizen-cus-
tomers to find out what they really want and expect.

Inventorying, Mapping, and Evaluating
Processes

Process management requires each department to

• Develop an inventory of all its processes
• Identify the suppliers, inputs, process, outputs,

and customers for each process
• Prioritize the processes (identifying the critical

or key processes)
• Flowchart or “map” each process
• Study and improve each process
• Benchmark each process for best practices.

Processes are classified as macro-, intermediate,
and micro-level. Macro processes are the key orga-
nizational processes that are owned by the senior
department leaders and range from three to eight in
number (e.g., managing department resources, infor-
mation and analysis, and information retention and
dissemination). Intermediate processes are usually
owned by a subordinate supervisor or work unit.
Micro processes are those processes performed by
individual workers and are sometimes referred to as
“desktop” processes.

Once the process inventory has been completed,
each process must be further defined. The owner and
all of the suppliers, inputs, products, outputs, and
customers of each process are identified. A variety
of process mapping techniques are then used to
document each process.

A success story

Several county employees at one of the general
services department transfer stations noticed that
the county was paying contractors to bleed the
freon from discarded refrigerators and appliances.
They proposed that they be trained to obtain U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency certification so
that they could perform the process. The sugges-
tion was approved, and after a small investment in
training and equipment, Chesterfield County is now
saving $35,000 a year in contractor costs.
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Before actual improvement can begin, the value
of each process must be analyzed to determine
whether it still needs to be performed, since it makes
no sense to improve a process that is not really nec-
essary in the first place. The important question is
whether the process can be tied to the organization’s
goals and objectives. Once a process has been deter-
mined to add value to the organization, it is then
assigned a priority.

Key processes should be documented and stud-
ied first, as they will provide the best return on the
time invested in improving them. Although the goal
should be to document and study every process, staff
must apply the Pareto principle here by studying the
20 percent of the processes that take up 80 percent
of time and resources.

The last step in process management is to ini-
tiate a continuous review cycle for each process.

Since 1996, Chesterfield County department di-
rectors, with input from employees, have been tak-
ing inventory of their processes. Many have reached
the level of process mapping and process improve-
ment. Two examples of process maps created by the
purchasing department are included in the appen-
dix at the end of this report.

Process management in a local government set-
ting has many benefits. Process maps make it easier
to train and assimilate new employees. They provide
a foundation to document and institutionalize im-
provements. The same good idea may be suggested
every month, but without process management, there
may be no mechanism for capturing and incorporat-
ing it. Process maps are also very helpful in areas
where one person performs a job and a backup per-
son occasionally fills in. The process map makes it
easier for the backup person to do the job, with a
higher probability of success.

Once departments have documented and stud-
ied all processes and eliminated all the steps and ac-
tivities that don’t add any value, they are better able
to monitor the remaining processes using statistical
performance measurement methods.

Performance-Based Measurement

Chesterfield County subscribes to the “balanced
scorecard approach” and uses performance measure-
ments in four categories:

• The customer’s perspective
• The financial perspective
• The internal business perspective
• The innovation and learning perspective.

These categories help managers answer four questions:

• How do customers see us?
• At what must we excel?
• Can we continue to improve and create value?

• How do we look to shareholders (citizens and
businesses within the county)?

Each department was instructed in the use of
four types of measurements:

• Workload measures
• Efficiency measures
• Effectiveness measures
• Productivity measures.

In Chesterfield County, the workload measures
are things that can be counted that reflect volume
and cost of inputs and outputs, for example, the to-
tal number of applications processed by the person-
nel department. The efficiency measures are unit cost
measures that give insight into how much it costs in
either time or dollars to produce a product or ser-
vice for a customer. The effectiveness measures de-
pict the degree to which performance objectives are
being achieved or otherwise show the quality of lo-
cal government performance. Productivity measures
combine the dimensions of efficiency and effective-
ness in a single indicator. For example, where
“meters repaired per labor hour” reflects efficiency
and “percentage of meters repaired properly” (not
returned for further repair within six months) reflects
effectiveness, “unit costs (or labor-hours) per effec-
tive meter repair” measures productivity.

The county’s ultimate goal is to fully understand
all key processes and know what key measures are
associated with each. These measures will be out-
come oriented and tied to the county’s strategic plan.

SYSTEMS THINKING: DEVELOPING
A COUNTYWIDE STRATEGIC PLAN

Systems thinking acknowledges that the whole is
greater than the sum of its parts. Chesterfield County
had been extremely successful in the past function-
ing in a relatively decentralized mode, in which each
department developed its own strategic plan, guided
by the county’s vision and mission statement.

However, with the adoption of TQI, the need to
develop a countywide plan became apparent. In
1996, various departments and committees were fol-
lowing a total of 54 different strategic plans. A cross-
functional team was formed to review the strategic
plans of all the departments and develop some com-
mon goals. Seven goals (see sidebar on page 6) were
adopted by the county’s board of supervisors and
linked to resource allocation during the 1997 budget
process. Departments now tie their budget requests
and performance plans to the countywide goals.
Within each department, objectives, key measures,
and targets are developed for each goal. Finally, each
employee’s performance plan is linked to the strate-
gic goals through this hierarchy.



4 Inquiry Service Report

Figure 2 Road Map to Continuous Improvement
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SUCCESS FACTORS FOR CONTINUOUS
IMPROVEMENT

Leadership

Perhaps the greatest challenge to continuous im-
provement in local government rests in the relatively
short-term vision of leaders whose horizons may be
defined by the next election. In Chesterfield County,
the governing body and the county administrator
have provided visible leadership in ways that might
be appropriate in other local jurisdictions as well:

• The board of supervisors adopted concrete, mea-
surable objectives for itself.

• A board member delivered copies of two popu-
lar total quality management books to his col-
leagues and requested that they be adopted as
the county’s “bibles.”

• The board joined with the private sector and the
American Society for Quality to recognize Octo-
ber as Quality Month.

• With the support of elected officials, the county
organized the first annual TQI Celebration Day
in September 1994, involving all county employ-
ees in the recognition of continuous improve-
ment milestones.

County leaders have backed this commitment to
TQI with more than visible public support. In the face
of dramatic demands for everything from more
school teachers to fire protection apparatus, the
county has allocated over $200,000 for direct costs
of TQI training and many times that amount for in-
direct costs, including thousands of hours of staff
time. In 1995, the county hired a full-time internal
quality coordinator to advise and assist staff with
new TQI strategies, tools, and techniques. The coor-
dinator reports directly to the county administrator
and has a standing biweekly meeting with him to
discuss TQI strategies. A deputy county administra-
tor or the chief of police or fire chief chairs each of
the five quality councils.

Employee Involvement

The most basic principle guiding Chesterfield
County’s quality improvement actions is that all
members of the team offer valuable contributions.
The county TQI steering committee and five quality
councils benefit from the participation of team mem-
bers from all levels of the organization. Continuous
process improvement efforts and critical projects are
addressed by multilevel teams. In the police depart-
ment, for instance, a TQI team was used to evaluate
the department’s primary weapon system, reflecting
a dramatic cultural change in a traditionally para-
military organization.

Developing participation. The TQI steering com-
mittee, the employee involvement groups, and the
process/project action teams are the means for shar-
ing involvement with all levels of the organization.
Because this involvement could be unproductive in
the absence of appropriate preparation, the county
places a high value on training and chartering teams.
Virtually all 2,500 county employees have attended
“Quality Alert” training. This training, which is de-
signed to answer questions and build excitement
about TQI, introduces employees to TQI, explains
long-term implementation strategies, and describes
how TQI efforts have worked in local companies.

The county also implemented a more compre-
hensive and formal training approach. This approach
is supported by a strong, internal “quality infrastruc-
ture,” TQI facilitators at three levels of expertise:

• Advisors—graduates of the TQI University (see
page 8) who serve as key resource people in the
workplace

• Instructors—advisors who have received addi-
tional training and volunteer their time to teach
in the TQI University

• Coordinators—ten individuals who meet weekly
as a “quality think tank.” They attend seminars,
read journals, periodicals, and books, and ex-
plore new quality-related ideas.

Employee involvement groups may move
quickly on “quick fixes” and simple quality-of-work-
life issues, while major process changes are ad-
dressed by a project or process action team. These
action teams are empowered through a formal writ-
ten charter to examine a particular work area, pro-
cess, or project.  They receive training and support
as they are formed.

The team charter defines the process to be im-
proved, states the goals to be reached, identifies how
the process will be measured, and lists any param-
eters set for the team by the sponsor (usually a su-
pervisor or department director). The sponsor, team
leader, and facilitator prepare the charter ensuring
that all levels have meaningful involvement at each
step of the process.

Chesterfield County’s strategic goals

• To provide world-class customer service

• To be acknowledged for its extraordinary
quality of life

• To be the safest and most secure community of
its size in the United States

• To be a unifying leader for local government

• To be the employer of choice

• To be the model for excellence in government

• To be the “first choice” business community
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Chesterfield’s just-in-time TQI training effort is
fully integrated into the overall employee training
and development plan, which includes programs in
customer service and leadership. Chesterfield also
offers a program titled “Empowerment,” which pro-
vides employees with team skills for working to-
gether and group problem-solving skills, and
demonstrates how to communicate with others and
provide and use feedback effectively.

Leadership training. A major key to successful qual-
ity initiatives is the new role of management. Chang-
ing behaviors to focus on leading and mentoring is
critical for success. Many hours have been spent on
introducing this concept and more are planned
to continuously reinforce and reward leadership
behaviors.

In the Supervisory Leadership Institute, an an-
nual eight-week supervisory skill development pro-
gram, supervisors learn and practice key leadership
skills such as coaching, empowering, visioning,
and mentoring, and they develop ways to integrate
these skills into their behaviors. No longer is it
acceptable for supervisors to manage employees and
work teams; supervisors are expected to lead their
employees.

Realizing the critical need for leadership skills
at all levels in a TQI environment, the county intro-
duced a similar program, the Employee Leadership
Institute, for non-supervisory employees. The Access
to Success program, which began in the late 1980s,
brings together mid- to upper-level management on
a quarterly basis to investigate critical strategic train-
ing issues and annually review the “state of the
county.”

Rewards and recognition systems. Rewards and
recognition play a critical role in productivity im-
provement. Early in its journey, the county took steps
to break the mold of traditional government compen-
sation systems. Between 1985 and 1988, the county
phased in the elimination of salary step increases and
cost-of-living adjustments. In place of these, it
adopted a pay-for-performance system that included
variable base pay increases tied to performance and
variable compensation, in the form of one-time bo-
nuses, for all employees who meet defined perfor-
mance goals. Significantly, not one dollar has ever
been budgeted for bonuses, although more than 20
percent of employees receive one annually. Rather,
bonuses are funded from productivity gains.

The merit pay system met its greatest test in
fiscal year 1993. With revenues flat and demands for
services increasing, the county employees had gone
two years without a salary increase. (Bonuses had
been funded as usual through productivity gains, but
performance-based adjustments to base pay had not
been allowed.) In preparing the fiscal year 1993 bud-
get, county employees identified salaries as a major
issue, and analysis revealed that the county had

fallen behind its target market. In response, the board
of supervisors approved performance-based in-
creases in base pay of up to 5 percent, and employ-
ees agreed to maintain all service levels, reduce
citizen complaints, and provide funding for the sal-
ary increases through productivity improvements.
The employees met this challenge and, as a result,
shared in the reward.

In 1997, a process action team was chartered to
review the bonus system. As a result of the team’s
recommendations, a new system was implemented
in 1998 that replaces bonuses linked to the
employee’s annual performance evaluation with two
new monetary awards:

• The “Celebrating Success Award” (up to $500),
given to individuals or teams to recognize ex-
ceptional day-to-day accomplishments, work on
extra projects, or innovative ideas that improve
customer service

• The “First Choice Award” (up to $5,000), to rec-
ognize effort beyond expected job performance
such as development of new or modified busi-
ness practices that significantly improve pro-
ductivity and quality.
Supervisors now have more authority to make

these awards, with fewer levels of approval required.

Continuous improvement and total quality
management

The natural evolution of a total quality improve-
ment (TQI) or total quality management (TQM)
culture goes from problem solving to process man-
agement to systems thinking. This evolution takes
time. The winners of the Malcolm Baldrige National
Quality Award, the federal sector’s President’s
Award (patterned on the Baldrige Award), and
numerous state and local community-based quality
awards have used quality management practices
for a minimum of three to eight years before
achieving sustained results. Yet many organizations
abandon their quality efforts at the three- to five-
year mark, just short of achieving significant pay-
back for their investment.

If you are a senior leader in your organization
and have abandoned your quality initiative, it’s not
too late to perform a postmortem; look at what
went right, what went wrong, and why. You may
find that you were on the very threshold of institu-
tionalizing a strategy that would have enabled you
to increase quality and productivity while reducing
costs.

If you have been contemplating introducing TQI
or TQM practices within your organization but feel
the “quality” wave has crested, remember that
your customers are demanding and will continue to
demand quality at increasingly high levels.
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The county’s performance evaluation process
has also been revamped (by a cross-functional team)
to incorporate the TQI philosophy. Performance
evaluations of both senior managers and employees
have been revised and linked to the county’s strate-
gic plan. Another team has been chartered to review
broader reward and recognition issues.

Compensation represents only one form of re-
ward and recognition. The board of supervisors,
county administrator, and managers regularly find
opportunities to recognize individuals from each
department for work and community contributions

and to reward excellence with awards, board reso-
lutions, and news articles. For example, in 1993, the
board honored more than one hundred employees
for their special efforts in aiding neighboring juris-
dictions during and after a tornado.

Following the recommendations of a process
action team chartered to develop new guidelines for
monetary and nonmonetary awards, the county es-
tablished a “TQI Store.” At the store, employees can
redeem TQI certificates of appreciation, received
from supervisors or peers, for gifts bearing the TQI
logo. Most departments have created their own rec-
ognition programs following county guidelines. For
example, employees in one agency reward each other
with certificates that are entered into monthly draw-
ings for cash awards. One prized countywide award
is a key chain bearing the phrase “Presented by the
County Administrator of Chesterfield in Apprecia-
tion for Your Commitment to Excellence” and en-
graved with a unique number and the date
presented. It is always presented personally by the
county administrator.

Self-sustained training. When the county began its
current quality initiative, the TQI implementation
team used the request for proposal process to select
a consultant to provide initial training and guidance
to county employees and management. The consult-
ant trained top management and department direc-
tors as well as the key resource personnel, facilitators,
and trainers.

From 1992 to 1994, the county offered only one
TQI class to county employees, a 12-hour class that
taught the basics of TQI and SPC. Beginning in 1994,
the county completely revised the 12-hour curricu-
lum and divided it into a 4-hour and an 8-hour class.
This change is more significant than it appears. Many
county managers reported that some of their work
areas would not be implementing teams in the near
future, but they wanted these employees to receive
basic TQI training. However, this was in opposition
to the county’s just-in-time training policy. The 4-
hour introduction course allows employees to be
trained in the basics of TQI and introduced to the
county’s improvement cycle and statistical process
control (SPC). The 8-hour TQI implementation course
is for employees who will be members of a team
within four to eight weeks of training. This class of-
fers a detailed analysis of team purposes and activi-
ties and application of SPC.

Because the county wishes to become completely
self-sufficient with regard to its employees’ training
needs, some of the county trainers have been selected
to teach a 16-hour course specifically for county man-
agers and supervisors. This once-a-month course
covers the basics of TQI, as well as the deployment
of the SPC and the changing role of the supervisor
in a continuous improvement environment.

As the number of staff trained grew (approxi-
mately 1,700 out of 2,500 full-time employees had

TQI University

A major factor in the adoption of continuous im-
provement as the organizational culture in
Chesterfield County has been the establishment
and maintenance of excellent employee training
programs. The county’s TQI University is recognized
by the local community college and has published
a number of workbooks that are used by other
organizations. The course guide for 1998 lists the
following courses:

Introduction to Total Quality Improvement
Core Competencies
Process Management
Road Map to Quality Improvement
Data Collection
Statistical Process Control Workshop
Group Dynamics
Effective Meeting Management
Coaching Skills for TQI Advisors
Customer Service
Benchmarking
Surveys, Interviews, and Focus Groups
Creating a Quality Culture
As of the summer of 1998, five percent of the

county’s workforce had completed all core com-
petencies (54 hours of quality-related training) and
graduated from the TQI University. All employees
are encouraged to take 8 to 16 hours of quality-
related training every year.

Courses are offered during the workday and in
the early mornings and late evenings to accommo-
date employees who work shifts or nontraditional
work schedules. Frequently, additional classes are
added because of high demand. Separate courses
are held for natural work groups and quality coun-
cils on request.

The TQI University has attracted students from
state agencies, other local jurisdictions, and some
of the county’s suppliers. In fact, eight people from
outside organizations have graduated from the TQI
University.

For information about the TQI University, contact
Human Resources Management Training and De-
velopment, Chesterfield County, Virginia, 804/748-
1552.
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been trained as of October 1994), many employees
were requesting refresher courses related to specific
areas of TQI. In response, the county created three
4-hour skill practice workshops: Codes of Conduct
and Team Charters, Process Analysis Tools and Brain-
storming, and SPC.

The training staff, facilitators, and key resource
employees also receive numerous requests from all
levels of employees for one-on-one sessions to an-
swer specific questions or give specialized training.
Even the county administrator, Lane B. Ramsey, took
advantage of the new skills training available. Hav-
ing informed department directors that the use of
SPC and TQI tools would be encouraged to evaluate
1994-1995 budgetary requests, he himself completed
additional, in-depth SPC training so that he would
be prepared to assess financial needs on the basis of
statistical measurements.

Business Practice

The county’s emphasis on quality and productivity
is not a “one-time” project that has a definitive con-
clusion. It is, instead, a deeply ingrained way of do-
ing business that will continue.

Every year, the budget process reemphasizes the
focus on excellence. Input from county residents—
the ultimate customer—drives general budget objec-
tives. With general guidelines established by the
countywide strategic plan, department directors de-
velop objectives for their areas. After the budget is
adopted, indicators are tracked to determine the level
to which departmental objectives are met. This in-
formation is published quarterly in a performance
report, which is reviewed with the board of supervi-
sors in a public meeting. The strategic planning pro-
cess and development and reporting of performance
criteria ensure continuity in efforts to improve
productivity.

Performance Measurement

Measurement of performance is an integral compo-
nent of the county’s efforts to improve quality and
productivity. The county’s performance report has
tracked achievement of objectives since 1979, and the
current TQI plan makes reliance on data a basic
value. Various methods—including performance
tracking, benchmarking, and customer surveys—
have been employed and have produced a wealth of
information to guide and assist decision making.

Performance tracking. The county’s budget de-
pends on departmental objectives. Workload and
performance measures related to objectives are
tracked throughout the year and are reported quar-
terly. The graphs shown in Figure 3 are examples of
improvements recorded and reported.

This information is shared with management,

elected officials, and the public to assist with allo-
cating scarce resources among fiercely competing
demands.

Benchmarking. Benchmarking is also used to assess
productivity. The county is currently participating in
a major benchmarking/performance measurement
study with other localities throughout the country.
For several years, the county has compared its over-
all efficiency to that of similar localities offering com-
parable services.

Chesterfield has also become more adept at us-
ing internal benchmarking. For example, a team
working on communication in the department of
general services made a presentation to a team in the
health department that was working on the same is-
sues. A team in the fire department that had studied
phone and message procedures shared its findings
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with a team analyzing these procedures in the build-
ing inspection office.

Internal departments, such as buildings and
grounds, are also required to compete against the
private sector for the privilege of providing services
to new county facilities. This process ensures that
decisions are made that result in the most efficient
service delivery possible.

Customer surveys. Customer satisfaction surveys
are also used to measure performance. Many depart-
ments survey both internal and external customers
to get feedback that can be used as a springboard
for improving quality. For example, the budget and
management department used input from a customer
survey as the impetus for a change in budgetary
policy that gave department directors additional flex-
ibility and responsibility. Similarly, the purchasing
department, which has been surveying its custom-
ers for ten years, used customer input to simplify the
process for purchases under $500, a change that has
reduced workload in the purchasing department and
the accounting department while enabling employ-
ees to order and receive goods more quickly.

Although many “customers” and “suppliers” are
internal, external involvement is also critical. Sev-
eral county departments routinely survey their ex-
ternal customers to determine how well they are
satisfying expectations. The extension service depart-
ment, for example, surveys all program participants
to find out whether they have found the program

worthwhile. These surveys are conducted during and
after any given workshop: a survey given during the
class ascertains the level of satisfaction; a survey con-
ducted a set number of days after the workshop asks
participants about the usefulness of the program and
information provided. In addition to these two writ-
ten surveys, the extension service department con-
ducts a telephone survey of a sample of people who
have called the extension office for assistance.

Customer and Citizen Participation

The county has numerous advisory councils and
committees to facilitate the flow of information and
input between citizens and decision makers. Many
public meetings, focus groups, and workshops are
held to obtain feedback on issues such as area land
use plans, capital facilities plans, financial plans, and
program and service needs. Groups such as the
Chesterfield Business Council are instrumental in
developing the county’s legislative plan.

The county has learned that it can develop posi-
tive working relationships with suppliers while abid-
ing by procurement laws and regulations not
applicable to the private sector. It can enhance qual-
ity by considering not only price but also a vendor’s
ability to meet service needs. The purchasing depart-
ment routinely works with vendors to identity and
negotiate efficiencies and cost reductions. In 1997 and
1998, these efforts realized savings of nearly $1.45
million.

Suppliers also actively coordinate with the
county to enhance the quality of services provided.
For example, a local bank helped the county design
a system to simplify the payment and processing of
tax bills. Architects participate in infrastructure plan-
ning to construct capital facilities that meet the
county’s needs at the lowest possible cost. A team
that included representatives from two large indus-
trial facilities as well as county employees from the
fire and building inspection departments developed
a streamlined inspection system. By building strong
working relationships with suppliers, the county taps
their expertise to improve quality and efficiency.

RESULTS

The county’s system for tracking process improve-
ments is called the “success story system.” Savings
and improvements made by individual employees
and teams are tracked and quantified. As of Septem-
ber 1998, 291 improvement projects resulting in sav-
ings of more than $3.7 million, and 20,000 work hours
had been recorded. The chart in Figure 4 shows a
small portion of the results of the work of various
improvement activities.

Not reflected in the statistical documentation are
many indicators of improvement that are difficult to

Partners in Quality

The Partners in Quality Program, modeled after Ford
Motor Company’s Supplier Quality Program, began
with a problem identified by the county’s construc-
tion manager. He noticed a disturbing increase in
the number of errors and omissions on architectural
and engineering drawings provided by consultants.
Instead of taking a punitive approach, he and the
quality coordinator visited all consultants who had
current design contracts with the county and intro-
duced them to the principles of total quality. Subse-
quently, a Partners in Quality forum was held, which
120 consultants attended. The construction man-
ager, purchasing department staff, and the quality
coordinator made joint presentations on the
county’s TQI effort and encouraged their audience
to consider a similar approach. Each participant
received a copy of the U.S. Senate Productivity
and Quality Award application booklet and a chal-
lenge to apply. One of the attendees wrote, “This
may be the most significant event in the history of
my company.” As part of the Partners in Quality
initiative, new requirements have been added to
the county’s requests for proposals that give the
county insight into the proposer’s quality control
system.



Managing for Continuous Improvement   11

quantify. Employees throughout the organization are
energized as they participate in improvement activi-
ties. Training in TQI is occurring countywide, and
employee involvement groups are creating “menus”
of opportunities for process or project improvements
using brainstorming and process flow techniques.

To date, about 30 employee involvement groups
have completed their work and reported a total of
1,043 opportunities for improving quality and cus-
tomer service (about 35 suggestions per group).
These include 228 opportunities for process improve-
ment, 117 environmental workplace issues, 186 prob-
lems beyond the scope of the work unit, and 512
situations easily fixed and within control of the em-
ployee involvement group. Of these, about 145 quick
fixes have been implemented. Also, as a result of the
employee groups’ suggestions, approximately 15
project action teams have been formed to implement
numerous recommended improvements.

Project or process action teams may be formed
to address issues related to the county’s internal cus-
tomers or to services that directly affect county citi-

zens. Internal process teams have reduced by 50 per-
cent the paperwork for the Comprehensive Services
Act, improved by one-third the cycle time for resolv-
ing computer problems, and recommended new
weapons to be purchased by the police department.
Teams created to improve external customer service
have developed a solid waste information manual
for citizens and landfill attendants, reduced the cycle
time for the citizen real estate appeals process, and
created an abbreviated site plan review process, re-
ducing review time by 75 percent. This abbreviated
process, which will affect about 25 percent of all site
plans reviewed by the county, was created by a team
involving seven county departments and a state
agency.

As shown in Figure 4, suggestions and efforts
of individuals are also welcomed in the TQI process.
Improvements made as the result of recommenda-
tions by individual employees include better produc-
tion and storage of training materials, better fire
safety education, and the development of a unique
employee reward system. Improvements brought

Figure 4 Chesterfield County Success Stories
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about by individuals demonstrate the extent to which
the TQI philosophy has become part of the county
government’s culture and show the benefits of em-
ployee training and empowerment.

In the course of the county’s continuous im-
provement initiatives, a number of studies have been
undertaken to determine the most effective method
to deliver services at the least cost. As a result, many
services have been privatized. For example, the in-
ternal audit department has determined that in-
creased work associated with the audits of bingo
games is best handled by outside sources. Similarly,
the information systems technology department rou-
tinely contracts out development work, as a result
of a productivity plan begun in January 1992. Other
studies have resulted in consolidation of services
between general government departments and the
school system. Vehicle maintenance was consoli-
dated in 1992 and is currently saving approximately
$350,000 per year through efficiencies realized.

The private sector has embraced the county’s
TQI efforts and has provided support. For example,
local companies have offered the services of their
quality trainers, and one company provided a TQI
training facility to the county at no cost.

Chesterfield County has won numerous awards
as a result of its continuous improvement programs.
It is one of only eight counties in the United States
to receive triple A (AAA) bond ratings from all three
major municipal rating agencies; in 1994, the county
won a U.S. Senate Productivity and Quality Award;
18 county programs recently won awards from the
National Association of Counties; and the Wall Street
Journal has named Chesterfield County “one of
America’s 20 hottest white-collar addresses.”

In summary, when Chesterfield County adopted
total quality management principles and practices in
1992, it was difficult to forecast the profound changes
required or the tangible and intangible benefits. But
now, seven years later, it is easy to see that each
year’s accomplishments build toward even greater
improvements in the next year. Staying the course
and critical self-assessment are the keys to success.

Lessons learned from a decade
of continuous improvement

• To be effective team members, employees
must want to be on a team.

• Employees want to be involved in decisions
that affect them.

• Information should be shared.

• The statistical part is easy compared with
changing organizational culture.

• Communicate, communicate, communicate.

• Everything good takes time.

Project action teams at work

The police property room project action team.
This team was formed to determine the cause and
possible solutions to the communication issues
within the work area. This team was one of the first
in the police department and provided an impor-
tant success for the department as rank-and-file
employees were given a voice in the problem-
solving process.

Information systems technology project action
team. This team focused on improving customer
service through the development of a centralized
problem-reporting desk and automated system for
tracking and solving computer problems.

Community development site plan review
team. This team used an interdepartmental ap-
proach to improve customer service by reducing
from an average of 115 days to 29 days the time
required to complete the site plan review process.

Landfill employees project action team. This team
developed a manual providing guidelines to em-
ployees about disposal of items brought to the
landfill. This resulted in improved customer service
and reduced frustration for employees.

Fire prevention project action team. Team mem-
bers developed a shared database that improved
communication between plans reviewers and in-
spectors through an automated system.
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APPENDIX: SAMPLE PROCESS INVENTORY AND MAPS

Process Inventory (Partial)—Purchasing Department
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Process Map—Approving Departmental Invoices/
Statements for Payment



Managing for Continuous Improvement   15

Process Map—Scheduling/Drafting an Invitation for
Bid
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