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March 16th, 2007


Director Chu’s Column

Talking Together Over Brown Bags

Soon after I arrived at Berkeley Lab in 2005, I sought to understand the type of workplace we had here. The best way I knew to get a real sense of what was going on was to talk to the people “in the trenches” who were doing so much of the work.


So I arranged a series of lunchtime “brown bags” in the lower cafeteria — small group discussions with no agenda and no members of upper management present. These informal conversations, which I have attempted to maintain on at least a one-per-month schedule, have been invaluable to me in finding out about people’s thoughts and concerns about Berkeley Lab and the way it works (or doesn’t).

I have been pleasantly surprised at how candid and forthcoming people have been with me. I sometimes joke that the brown bags are a “subversive” way of finding out what’s really going on. By that, I mean that the brown bags give me a reality check on what I hear through normal channels. In the same way, I am grateful to have the opportunity to explain programs and management decisions that employees might want to know more about.

Over the course of more than a dozen of these brown bags (we rotate them across the divisions and departments), the topics of conversation have included science, federal policy, workplace conditions, budgets, the energy challenge, and the nuts-and-bolts of everyday tasks. I take these inputs back with me to my senior managers and, when necessary, ask them to follow up on issues that need attention.

Another initiative I embraced came from the Diversity Best Practices Committee, which had a desire to take the pulse of the workplace and determine if the environment is conducive to enabling the best science and the highest employee productivity. A first-ever workplace climate survey was developed and offered last summer, and an impressive one-third of all employees, including 60 percent of all career employees, filled out the survey.

Now we are in the process of interpreting what those results mean. Although the overall results were generally favorable in terms of how employees feel about the Lab, a few responses merit closer attention in areas such as career advancement, decision-making, and management efficiency.

To explore these attitudes more fully, I scheduled three employee brown bags for this month, two of which were held this week and another scheduled for next Tuesday. If you have not yet participated but wish to share your views about the workplace, please join me at noon in Perseverance Hall for our final discussion.

And as I get around to all the divisions in my monthly brown bag schedule, I hope to talk with many of you in a continuing dialogue about how to make Berkeley Lab the best that it can be.
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