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Subj:  One VA Employee Survey





1.  The Employee Measures on VBA’s Balanced Scorecard will include Employee Satisfaction and Employee Development.  As you know, the Employee Development measure will be based on the results of the Technical Skills Matrix for each business line; VBA is currently in the process of implementing this measure.  VBA is now ready to begin focusing on Employee Satisfaction using the results of the One VA Employee Survey.  This survey will be more than a measure on the scorecard, it will help VBA identify and initiate actions that will address the concerns of VBA employees.





2.  VBA employees completed the One VA Employee Survey using MS Exchange from mid May through mid June of this year.  The Surveys and Research Staff released the preliminary results for VBA on the Intranet and will release the results for Headquarters Program Offices, individual field stations and SDNs to all employees in the next few weeks.  Employees will receive a broadcast message announcing that they may access the survey results on the Intranet and telling them the process VBA will use to address the issues raised in the survey.  Before making the data available to all employees, we are sending you the information for your office. 





3.  The One VA Survey will provide you with information about the concerns of your employees. To help you understand and analyze the data, we are also attaching the “Feedback and Action Planning Guide for Managers,” originally prepared for VA by the Office of Personnel Management.  We expect each office to begin developing an action and implementation plan based on the results of the survey.  As you begin to analyze the data and develop action plans, we strongly recommend that you work with your labor partners and that you involve employees to the maximum extent feasible. 





4.  Because of the importance of not only analyzing the data from the survey but acting on it, the Program Directors and SDN team representatives will be asked to report on strategies and initiatives being undertaken to address areas for improvement at the Leadership Meetings.  The Office of Human Resources will take the lead in tracking progress and sharing best practices across VBA.
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Director (00)


All VA Regional Offices and Centers





5.  Questions about the One VA Employee Survey results can be addressed to Jack Frost of our Surveys and Research Staff.  Additional questions about the other information and directions in this letter can be addressed to Jennifer Long, on 202-273-7320.








								         /s/


	Patrick Nappi


	Deputy Under Secretary for Operations





Attachments
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APPENDIX A





ONE VA SURVEY





FEEDBACK AND ACTION-PLANNING GUIDE FOR MANAGERS





You have received the results of the ONE VA survey for your facility and for your Service Delivery Network (SDN) that employees completed via MS Exchange in May and June of 1999. The ONE VA Survey assesses how well practices, procedures, and policies are working within your organization.  It helps to highlight issues that may be making your organization less effective than it can be and to identify those key barriers to service quality.  Focusing on improving those areas that need improving is important if VBA is to become the “Employer of Choice.”  As a manager, you need to establish priorities for improvement. This guide will help you to 1) understand your results, 2) assist in identification of areas for improvement, and 3) provide guidelines on conducting a feedback and action planning meeting.


THE SURVEY PROCESS





The survey process is a tool. It provides information, which allows work units or groups at various levels to improve their work processes. The survey information also can be used as a basis for a team-building process among members of the group. This guide describes a process that will: 1) help you to understand your survey results, 2) help you to identify priorities for improvement, 3) help you (or anyone in your facility) to meet with a group of people, and 4) help you to develop recommendations for the areas that need improving.�
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The full survey process has six stages. These are:





I. Survey development


II. Survey administration


III. Analysis and report preparation


IV. Establishing priorities and developing actions for improvement


V. Implementing action plans


VI. Evaluation and follow-up





STAGE I: SURVEY DEVELOPMENT





The ONE VA Survey consists of statements covering 17 dimensions designed to measure how employees view their job, the Department, and the effectiveness of their organization. Development of the survey was based on a review of the relevant literature and has been refined over 5 years of use in various public sector agencies. As a result, the survey assesses 17 dimensions that are related to a high-performing organization. The 17 dimensions are:





- Employee Involvement


- Leadership & Quality


- Teamwork


- Rewards/Recognition


- Job Security/Commitment to Workforce


- Strategic Planning


- Performance Measures


- Training/Career Development


- Innovation


- Use of Resources


- Work Environment/Quality of Worklife


- Communication


- Work and Family/Personal Life


- Supervision


- Customer Orientation


- Fairness and Treatment of Others


- Diversity





VA developed another category of items, “Barriers to Service Delivery,” which consists of items from the 17 dimensions that relate to providing quality customer service. These items are reported as an 18th dimension. In addition to the 100 dimension-related items, the survey contains 33 items on personal experiences and job satisfaction, including one specific item relative�
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to improved customer service and a second offering VBA employees the chance to insert their personal comments about any issue.  The survey also includes demographic background items, e.g., gender, race, age, and length of service. This allows an examination of the survey data for particular subgroups in the organization (e.g., managers compared to employees).





STAGE II: SURVEY ADMINISTRATION





During May and June of 1999, all VBA employees were given the opportunity to complete the survey via email. Out of 11,376 employees surveyed, 4,906 responded for a participation rate of 43.1%. Respondents were told:





Participation was voluntary


Individual survey responses would be kept confidential.





STAGE III: ANALYSIS OF THE RESULTS AND REPORT PREPARATION





Once the survey results were tabulated, the Surveys and Research Staff analyzed the results at the Administration level, as well as at the regional office and SDN levels. This required the assistance of the U.S. Office of Personnel Management, which rewrote the programming for the report generation software provided VBA for the 1997 survey. Reports were developed. Each of these reports is being sent to the appropriate manager/director, such as you, for each organization within VBA. 





STAGE IV: ESTABLISHING PRIORITIES AND DEVELOPING ACTIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT





It is recommended that each location that receives a survey data report should provide feedback to its employees as well as identify 3-5 areas to work on improving at that level. This is in addition to priorities that may be set at a higher level. VA is establishing an Intranet discussion that will help facility managers, like you, come up with ideas on how to address these areas in need of improvement.





To assist in the identification of the areas to improve, you may want to conduct, or have someone in your location conduct, some action-planning meetings. Action-planning meetings can occur at the organization level or with intact work groups. Action-planning meetings allow members of a group to examine specific problems highlighted in the survey. These�
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meetings provide a group problem-solving approach. It is important to share results with group members for various reasons:  





High performing organizations find that employee involvement is important, and that employees are the best starting point for solving problems in which they are involved. Thus, by using the survey results as a starting point, you can involve employees in solving problems and take some of the burden off of yourself.





If a supervisor and his/her staff hold such a meeting, it will help improve communication, a key area that often causes problems in organizations. Action planning meetings offer a unique opportunity to strengthen this area and the employee/employer relationship.  





STAGE V: IMPLEMENTING ACTION PLANS





It is important to take the actions that result from the various action-planning modes that you become involved with (e.g., the Intranet discussions, and action-planning meetings with employees) and implement them as soon as reasonable. This will help to maintain the momentum created by the survey. Most importantly, it is necessary to communicate that the actions are being implemented, and if they are not, communicate why not.





STAGE VI: EVALUATION





This is the most important part of the survey process. Often this stage is where the process breaks down. Evaluation and follow-up determines whether the problems identified are dealt with effectively. If they are not, then adjustments should be made.�
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FOCUSING ON STAGES IV THROUGH VI





The first three stages of the survey process have been completed.  The following portion of the guide discusses the remaining stages, and what a leader of a group does with the results. The remainder of the guide is structured as follows:





Stage IV





What the report looks like and how to read it


Interpreting the results


Identifying priorities for action


Preparing for feedback and/or action-planning meetings


Conducting action-planning meetings





Stages V





Implementing actions





Stages VI





Evaluation and next steps





WHAT THE REPORT LOOKS LIKE--HOW TO READ IT





The survey report you have received contains a lot of information. It is important for you to be thoroughly familiar with the report contents and layout so the information can be put to best use. The entire report offers readers both the results from 1997 and 1999 survey efforts.  





Your report contains:





* Section A--a comparison, by dimension, of your facility’s results


* Section B--your facility’s results for each item within each of the dimensions for the first 100 questions


* Section C--your facility’s results for each of the 23 personal experience and 10 job satisfaction items


* Section D--the background and employment information for those respondents in your facility�
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On the top left hand corner of each page of the report is the name of your facility and the number of forms returned from your facility. This is the total number of forms retrieved for both survey years. Total form numbers for each respective year are reported to the right of each year’s result columns and were used to calculate response rates.





Participants responded to dimension-related items on a five-point scale, with a sixth option of “Do not know:”





1 = Strongly disagree


2 = Disagree


3 = Neither agree nor disagree


4 = Agree


5 = Strongly agree


6 = Do not know





Section A





For Section A organizational comparisons only, the first five responses are combined into three categories -- strongly agree and agree are combined, disagree and strongly disagree are combined, and neither agree nor disagree is reported separately. The five responses are reported separately for facility data. The actual comparisons will be different depending on the level in VBA covered by the report.





On the left side of the summary is the mean and standard deviation of the dimension for your facility and each of the appropriate comparison organizations. Means range from 1 to 5, with a ‘1' indicating all respondents answered “strongly disagree.” A ‘5' indicates all respondents answered “strongly agree.”





Section A also contains summary information, for your facility, for each of the 17 dimensions on the survey and the “Barriers to Service Delivery” area. The title of each dimension is followed by the average (mean) of all of the averages for the items in that dimension. To the right of the mean is a bar graph with the average percents for each of the response categories, e.g., strongly disagree.�
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Section B





This section contains detailed item information for all of the items for each of the dimensions. As in Section A, the mean for each item and a bar graph with the average percents for each of the response categories is presented. In addition, the number of people responding either strongly disagree, disagree, neither, agree or strongly agree is presented along with the number of people responding ‘do not know.’ For some items, it is particularly helpful to know if people “do not know.” A large number of ‘do not knows’ may also indicate a problem.





Section C





This section contains the same kind of information as in Section B, except it is for the Personal Experiences and Job Satisfaction items. “Do not know” was not an option for these items so only the number of responses is included. Numbers may differ because people may have left the item blank.  Note that some of these items had a different scale, e.g., “Yes/No.”





Section D





The Background and Employment Information is reported in Section D.  Each item and its possible responses are listed. The number and percent of people responding to each response category is indicated. Percents are also shown with a bar graph. The total number of people answering the question is indicated to the far right of the item.





If you know the make-up of your facility in terms of these various items, you can determine whether the people responding to the survey are a representative sample. For instance, if you know there are 48% men and 52% women in your facility and approximately 48% of the respondents are men and 52% women, then you can feel comfortable the sample of respondents is representative of your facility in this respect. In some cases, differences may be expected, e.g., length of service, because people may not recall or define these terms in the same way.�



TIPS FOR INTERPRETING THE SURVEY RESULTS





Response Rates





Even though the same questions were used in both the 1997 and 1999 One-VA Employee Survey of employees, the national response rate (percentage of those employees who filled out the questionnaire) dropped from 74.5 percent in 1997 to 43.1 percent in 1999. Response rates will vary from station to station. Those stations with very low response rates, or those where the demographic characteristics of respondents differ considerably from 1997 to 1999, should interpret their data with caution.  Three sets of numbers included on each page may also need some explanation. The “Number of forms returned” listed is the total number of responses for both surveys, while numbers listed beside each year are the responses for that particular year.





Guidelines for Interpreting Overall Dimension Ratings





In order to interpret dimension ratings in a way that contributes to effective organizational improvement and action planning, it is useful to establish guidelines for identifying dimension-related strengths and opportunities for improvement.





An overall picture of organizational strengths and opportunities for improvement is provided for the 18 dimensions in two ways: (1) mean (average) ratings and (2) percent ratings for each of the five response categories.





The dimension mean is the average of individual item means. This measure provides a good summary of the dimension and can easily be compared against a benchmark standard or against other dimension averages. However, two dimension averages that are numerically the same may also differ in that this measure does not capture the variance within the data. It may also be difficult to establish precise and understandable better/worse guidelines for comparison, since even very small differences in two averages are likely to be statistically significant.  





The alternative measure, the percent, is more straightforward in that it is easier to see the proportions of favorable, neutral, and unfavorable responses. Agree and Strongly Agree are considered favorable responses,�
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Neither agree nor disagree is considered neutral, and Disagree and Strongly Disagree are considered unfavorable responses.





While both means and percents are useful measures, the percents may have more practical utility compared to the mean rating because it is easy to consider improvement in terms of a specific change, e.g., by answering the question, “What additional percent of personnel is needed to respond more favorably (or less unfavorably) in order to improve a dimension’s overall rating?”





The following model for evaluating dimensions incorporates both standards of the dimension average and the percent ratings, as follows: 





Guidelines for Interpreting Overall Dimension Ratings





Dimensions of relative strength -- those with average ratings of at least 3.00 OR percent favorable (strongly agree plus agree) ratings of at least 50%.





Dimensions with greater opportunity for improvement -- those with average ratings of less than 3.00 OR percent unfavorable (strongly disagree plus disagree) ratings of at least 35%.





Note: If a dimension meets both stated conditions, for either a strength or greater opportunity for improvement, this provides stronger evidence of its relative standing.





Guidelines for Interpreting Item Ratings





The item results provide specific information on the opportunities for improvement and the strengths in your organization. There are three ways you can look at the item results: 1) an absolute standard, similar to the standard stated above for interpreting dimension results, 2) a relative standard, and 3) patterns. Most organizations use at least the absolute standard method, but any combination of methods may be appropriate.  The absolute standard: At the item level, if 50% or more of the employees answered favorably (strongly agree plus agree) then that item shows a strength. If 35% or more of the employees answered unfavorably (strongly disagree plus disagree), then that is an area that may need attention. This procedure of interpreting the data is the most common way.  Many organizations involved in the survey feedback process, both private and public, interpret climate survey data using this method.�
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The relative standard: Another way to interpret your data is to look at how the results stand in relation to the agency overall, or to any other comparison line provided (e.g., your SDN). A rule of thumb to use is if there is more than a 5% difference between your organization’s results and the comparison organization, then it may be worth investigating; the larger the difference, the more noteworthy. If your organization has an item that is very different than the agency and it is an area that needs improving, you may want to focus your improvement efforts on it. You may also wish to use the standard deviation as a comparative standard by specifying a difference of, e.g., 1.5 standard deviation units as a relevant difference.  





Patterns: You may also find that there are patterns across dimensions.  For instance, there are career development-related items in the Training and Career Development dimension. However, there may also be items related to this area in the Diversity dimension. Many of the items across the dimensions are related and you may find patterns in the responses. You may also find patterns of responses within a dimension.�
11


USING THE REPORTS FOR IMPROVEMENT





The previous section of this Guide provided you with the mechanics for reading the survey data reports. Now that you understand what is contained in each section, you can begin using the data to identify issues within your organization and develop strategies and action plans for improving the workplace.





The ONE VA Survey provides reliable data that can be used to inform organizational improvement efforts and on-going business decisions. The reports provide managers with a road map for identifying the important issues at the local level. The data contained in the reports can be used to identify issues affecting offices and functions on a more global level. This data can be used to identify specific, substantive issues that can be managed and tracked over time.





PREPARING FOR FEEDBACK AND ACTION-PLANNING


MEETINGS





There are three main things you will need to do to prepare for an action-planning meeting:





Understand the results


Attend to administrative details


Plan opening statement and comments





Understand the Results: Before the meeting, you should review the survey results. Use the interpretation guidelines discussed previously.  You will need to provide an overview of the results at the beginning of the meeting.





However, it is not necessary to try to determine "the" reasons behind the results - while it is natural to speculate about why people express various perceptions, you cannot really be sure what caused the results until you discuss them openly with employees at the meeting.�
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Administrative Details:





Reserve a conference room (reserve about 3 hours)


- Notify employees (no more than 15 per meeting)


- Make copies of the report for the participants


- Obtain a flip chart, markers, and tape


- Prepare agenda





	Opening Statement


	Overview of Results


	Identify Concerns


	Prioritize Concerns


	Develop Action Plans


	Closing Statement





Plan opening statement and comments:





Describe the purpose of the meeting - to review results, discuss concerns, and develop action plans


Stress confidentiality - you have not seen individual answers or any demographic breakdowns of the results, only a summary report


Express optimism that, with their help, you can do something to solve problems and concerns


State ground rules (you may want to post these to refer to during the meeting); ground rules clarify the purpose of the meeting and establish a positive tone. Following are just a few examples; add any additional ones that are appropriate for your organization:





The meeting will focus on "group," rather than "individual," concerns. This ground rule minimizes one-on-one confrontations with outspoken individuals. You should continually check to see if concerns raised by individuals are also perceived to be problems by the majority of the group. It is appropriate to tell an individual who wants to focus on his or her own concerns that you will get together at a later time to discuss them, but that the meeting is to discuss "group" concerns only.�
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Thoughts expressed during the meeting are not necessarily the personal views of the speaker. During the survey, employees were assured that their individual answers would be confidential. Now we are asking them to give up their anonymity; this ground rule helps individuals to retain a measure of anonymity. For example, an employee can say "I've heard people say that..." or "I think most people feel..." Focus on things that can be changed. You will need examples of past events to clarify employee concerns, but as soon as the concerns are clear, shift the focus to the future. Focus on things that can be done to prevent similar problems from recurring.





CONDUCTING THE MEETING





The first thing you want to do in the meeting is establish a relaxed atmosphere. Donuts or other refreshments might help (food always makes people feel better). Then you want to proceed with the agenda.





	Opening Statement


	Overview of Results


	Identify Concerns


	Prioritize Concerns


	Develop a List of Possible Action Plans


	Closing Statement





Opening Statement (see previous section)





Overview of results: Start the overview with some of the positive areas, or strengths, of the group. You might show some of the results on an overhead. Walk them through the dimension summary and explain how to interpret the results.





Highlight some strengths. It starts the meeting on an upbeat note.  Summarize some of the concerns next, but remind them the purpose is to address the most important ones and to try to improve them. �
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Identify Concerns





- Employees indicate the issues they want to discuss; you may also bring up issues to discuss


- List all concerns employees indicate on a flip chart


- Tell employees to focus on concerns that 1) can be changed, and 2) that are under the control of the group





Prioritize Concerns: Selecting the most important concerns can be done through discussion, rankings, or ratings. A common way to do this is to have everyone vote for two or three concerns that are important to them and then start the discussion with the concern with the most votes. The group should choose concerns that allow for solutions that can be implemented by the unit. 





Develop Action Plans: Pick one concern at a time. You may only have time for two or three concerns. The communication and listening techniques in Appendix A will be useful in this phase of the meeting.





Define the current situation: quickly move out of this stage once there is an understanding of the problem. It is very easy, at this stage, for the discussion to turn into a gripe session. To avoid this, quickly turn the discussion into the future action phase.  Prepare a written description of concern. 


Brainstorm action recommendations: Everything counts, do not evaluate action ideas here.


Evaluate ideas: Analyze the benefits and concerns. Are there any obstacles? Is it feasible? Does it require money that is not available?


Repeat the process for next concern.





Closing Statement





- Recap positive results and concerns


- Summarize commitments to act on concerns


- Summarize plans for future actions


- Review next steps


- Plan for follow up, e.g., possible additional meetings or to evaluate


implemented action plans�
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NEXT STEPS





Implementing Action Plans





Implement actions as soon as possible! If the action is within your authority and does not need to be cleared at a higher level, do it immediately.





Action plans, to the extent possible, should reflect employees' ideas.





A decision to take no action on a major concern of employees is a valid action plan. However, the reason(s) for that decision must be communicated to the employees.





Follow-up





This is the area where the survey process can break down. The work group often will feel very upbeat after taking a survey and hearing the feedback. However, if there is no follow-up, e.g., actions are not implemented, or reasons for the actions not being carried out are not communicated, then employees will feel even worse or more dissatisfied than when they started.





You need to schedule a time frame when you will follow-up on the action plans you have implemented. Accountability is important. One option is to choose a staff member to be in charge of the follow-up. Lighten your load. Let your employees take responsibility for some of your burdens that can be shared.�
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APPENDIX B





Effective Communication and Listening Tips





Establish a relaxed atmosphere - coffee and donuts; hold the meeting in a room away from the office





Take notes - this shows you are interested in what's being said





Be a Total Listener


- Clarify input - restate, paraphrase


- Reinforce candor and suggestions


Look for non-verbal cues, e.g., frowning, eyes rolling, arms crossed, staring at each other. These cues may mean they are confused, do not agree with the statement. It is best to stop and find out if there is a problem and get clarification.





Avoid implying that you fully understand the data - the purpose of the meeting is to discuss what the data mean. If you jump to conclusions or indicate that you have all the answers, you will simply cut off the discussion and fail to solve the problems.





Avoid placing the blame for problems on upper management - this weakens your own authority and does not solve the problem.





Never be afraid to say you do not know - If you do not know an answer to a question, state that you're not sure, record it and promise to get back with an answer.


Focus on content, not personalities


Focus on group concerns


Focus on present and future


Focus on action-related ideas - things that can be changed


Don't make premature commitments - it is better to say you will look into it and get back to the group than to make a commitment you cannot fulfill.


Avoid distracting nonverbal behavior - coin rattling, gum chewing, fidgeting with glasses or jewelry should be avoided
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