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April 20th, 2007

Climate Survey Leads to Action at the Lab

By Ron Kolb

The people spoke. Management listened. And now, the work begins.

What started as a first-ever survey of Berkeley Lab employees’ opinions about their workplace is moving into an action phase that promises to respond to the most commonly expressed concerns and issues.

After the data from last summer’s Lab Climate Survey was gathered and published, Lab Director Steve Chu held three brown-bag discussions for those interested in commenting on the results. This additional input has led Chu, Lab Ombudsman Harry Reed, and Chief HR Officer Vera Potapenko toward an aggressive strategy of addressing some of the greatest concerns.

“We’ve listened, we’ve found the common denominators, and now we have to evaluate what enhancements we can realistically make,” Chu said. “Although the majority of the survey responses and follow-up discussions revealed a general pride and satisfaction in our workplace, there are still areas that can be improved to make the Laboratory a greater place to work.”

Chu said the primary issues can be encompassed within four categories — job and career advancement opportunities, quality of supervision (including performance evaluation), communications between management and staff, and work-life balance. He noted that in each category, with management attention and employee input, steps will be taken to strengthen capabilities and processes.

For example, scientists and engineers at the Lab will operate within a more transparent career advancement system. The RPM 2.07 Professional Research Staff Policy eliminates prior uncertainties about which tracks can lead to advancement at the Laboratory. Potapenko said the Berkeley Lab Institute (BLI) will be creating a career development series of classes for scientists and nonscientists, with a target rollout in fiscal year ’08. However, she cautioned that career development “is a personal employee responsibility. The organization and management can provide support and some direction, but it is up to the employees on how they develop and manage their career.”

BLI has already incorporated into its catalogue several training classes to improve the quality of supervision, including “Roles and Accountabilities for New Supervisors” and “The Manager Development Program.” Design of additional training for supervisors, of both scientists and nonscientists, is planned for fiscal year ’08. In addition, Potapenko said Human Resources will begin an assessment of the Performance Review and Development (PRD) process within the divisions to ensure its effectiveness and its utility. 

“Performance management and staff development, when it really works, is a mutual shared responsibility between the employee and his or her manager,” she said. “This would be the approach that we would like to incorporate into our process moving forward.”

Under the auspices of the Public Affairs Department, an interdepartmental task force has begun work on a Lab-wide communications plan that will include enhanced Laboratory tools and options to encourage management-staff interaction.

“Some employees think they’re isolated in their jobs,” Reed said. “How much communication takes place in the divisions? We need to encourage systems which allow for staff input, recognition, and dialogue.” He said this area also addresses the issues of civility and respect that are the backbone of the Lab’s Principles of a Diverse Community.

Among the work-life balance issues to be considered are various options for accommodating employee child care.

Looking ahead, Chu said he will continue to engage employees and rely on their input with respect to these issues.

“In five years, what do we want Berkeley Lab to look like?” Chu asked. “That is the task ahead, and we intend to continue to solicit the opinions of our employees as we strive to meet our goals. Their comments so far have been invaluable in our efforts to craft the kind of workplace that everyone will appreciate and embrace, and I thank them for their interest.”
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