NRCS-HUMAN CAPITAL SURVEY-DECEMBER 2005
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Social Sciences Development and Human Capital Strategic Planning Teams implemented an all-employee web-based survey in December 2005.  The purpose of the survey, as Chief Knight articulated in the December email to all employees, was to give you an opportunity to provide input on areas affecting our workforce.  Your input was used to give us insights into the nature of the issues and how best to address these issues as we developed a human capital strategic plan.  The information that you provided will also be used as baseline data as we implement strategies to address the workplace issues. The survey asked questions about job satisfaction; individual and agency job skills; performance; partnerships; training; hiring, retention, diversity; mobility; and retirement plans.  
ANALYSIS OF RESULTS:
Interpretation of Data:  A Likert scale was used for a majority of the questions, with 1 or 2 equaling a positive response, 3 a neutral response, and 4 or 5 a negative response.  A mean or average was calculated to analyze responses.  Statistical significance test were used to compare responses to one another.  In general terms, a response was considered positive when the mean value was less than 2.6; an average score was between 2.61 to 2.8; and a negative response was above 2.81.  Another indicator used was the percentage of positive responses (1 or 2’s) given by respondents.  For comparative purposes, this survey data was compared to NFC and ICAMS data, a 1999 NRCS employee survey and a survey of 148,000 Federal employees.
  
Respondent Profile:  Sixty-five percent, or 7,754 employees, responded to the survey.  Respondent characteristics are similar to comparative information from NFC and ICAMS data bases.  Over 70% are located at a field or area office and about 65% are between grades of GS 9 and GS 12.  The majority of respondents are male (67%), Caucasians (81%) and non-supervisors (70%).  The respondent’s average age is between 45 and 54 and over half have at least 16 years of Federal service.  Seventy-five percent are married; 53% of the spouses work full time and 12% work part time.  About 25% do not have any children, while those with children have an average of 2.4.  Less than 20 percent have a parent or relative in elder care and 5% have a disability.  Approximately a quarter of the respondents plan to retire within the next 5 years.  
Satisfaction and Goals:    Employees are highly satisfied with their jobs, their pay, and the kind of work they do.  When comparing positive responses about satisfaction with job with other surveys, 79% responded positively in this survey compared to 74% for the private sector and 68% for other Federal employees
.  This measure is typically a bellwether of overall satisfaction with an organization.  Respondents also gave high ratings to job-related personal accomplishments and the work itself.  Responses to “I like the kind of work I do” had 88% positive responses, which is extremely high.  When asked about career goals, a normal distribution resulted with “content” (20%), “ambitious” (60%), and “super-ambitious” (20%).  For ways to achieve career goals, respondents identified on-the-job training, formal training, leadership development program, and out-of-state details.   Many employees gave a relatively low rating to the meritorious nature of the reward and recognition system. 
Job Skills:  Respondents evaluated their own skills as well as the agencies’ skills and typically rated themselves higher than they rated the agency.  However, at either level, the ratings were only a little better than average.  This indicates employees feel individual and agency skill sets need improvement.  When asked specifically whether the agency has job-relevant knowledge and skills to accomplish organizational goals, about half the respondents gave positive responses compared to a survey of Federal employees in which 75% gave positive responses.  
Respondents, who gave neutral or negative responses, were asked to specify what additional skills the agency needed.  Some employees feel the agency has appropriate skills but lack enough people, while others cited a lack of technical skills (especially engineering), and the need for GIS/GPS specialists.  Others cited a lack of business oriented skills including leadership and management; communication; contracting and administration; public relations; and data entry.  When asked which particular specialties are needed, employees cited, in priority order, GIS specialists, engineers, environmental specialists, agronomists, and pesticide/nutrient management specialists. Employees felt that the agency is doing an average to poor job of developing and training leaders and managers. 
Performance and Partners:  Employees gave an average or below average rating regarding the clarity of the agency’s vision, the amount of agency red tape, and feedback about organizational performance.  Concerning individual performance, respondents rated daily feedback, supervisory assistance, and the fairness of their appraisal only slightly better than average.  This latter question, fairness of their appraisal, had fewer positives (61%) than a survey of Federal employees (67%).  Organizational partners who are most involved in NRCS work are Conservation Districts, other Federal employees, and state agency employees.  When asked of future involvement, respondents named, in priority order, these same three partner groups followed by university personnel, TSP’s, temporary employees, and Earth Team volunteers.  
Training:  Employees have rated agency training relatively low in past surveys and this survey was no exception.  Respondents felt that the agency does not devote enough resources to training and computer training was below average.  They gave an average rating for the training they receive for their present job.  Similar to their responses for reaching career goals, employees favor on-the-job training, formal training and details.  Sixty-three (63%) percent have an Individual Development Plan, while the remainder either don’t have an IDP or don’t know whether they have one.  Of those who have an IDP, most responded that they are making good progress toward completing their plan.  
Hiring, Retention, Diversity, and Mobility:  Employees cited several hiring obstacles including low pay, low awareness of NRCS, mobility and lack of good hiring strategies.  Respondents identified ways to retain employees as follows: enable the agency to run as a meritocracy; provide better training; improve supervisors, leaders and managers; supply the field with more equipment, staff, and tools; increase the time conservation planners can spend in the field; and decrease administrative time spent on computers.  The workforce supports diversity, but recognizes problems in this area with recruiting, retention, and advancement.  Mobility does not seem to be a large issue for most employees.  Employees seem to understand that to earn a promotion, one may have to move.  Interestingly, the more ambitious an employee, the fewer times they have already moved, but the more they favor possible moves in the future.  Finally, if an employee is relocating, many would like for the agency to offer job placement assistance to spouses.   
Retirement: Twenty-four percent of the respondents plan to retire within the next five years.  These prospective retirees rated the thrift savings plan, annuities, and health insurance highly; they gave an average rating to life insurance, spousal benefits, and long term care insurance; while giving dental insurance an abysmal rating.  If 24% of the work force retires in the next 5 years, the agency will lose a great deal of experience and expertise.  However, prospective retirees, because they are highly satisfied with their job and like the work they do, would consider staying on the job for another year if they received a retention bonus, worked as a paid annuitant through the ACES program, worked through a job sharing arrangement, or worked as an Earth Team volunteer. 
SUMMARY STATEMENTS

The following summary statements could be inferred from an analysis of the data: 
· Field employees want help on data entry tasks so they can have more field time for conservation planning.  Temporary employees, volunteers, and TSP’s could be enlisted to assist in these tasks.  

· Recruiting for diversity should mirror our changing customer base and the demographic composition of America.  In addition to focusing recruitment efforts on race, gender, disability and ethnicity, the agency should concentrate on an array of needed specialties including GIS, engineers, environmental specialists, agronomists, and pesticide/nutrient management specialists.

· Agency leadership/supervisors should base performance ratings on achievement and merit. 

· Agency should improve their leadership and management development and training programs.

· Respondents wanted more consistent feedback to employees concerning the agency’s performance.

· The agency should devote resources toward training.  Computer training needs to be improved. Employees prefer on-the-job, formal training, and details.

· All employees should have an IDP that is reassessed annually and progressively implemented.

· In addition to technical areas, training should focus on business skills.

· Reduce bureaucratic red tape as it unnecessarily complicates agency processes and work flow.
· Develop a job placement assistance program for spouses of relocated employees.

· Develop a wide selection of dental insurance programs for current and retired employees. 

· To maintain the services of prospective retirees, implement flexible programs including retention bonuses, job sharing, paid annuitant (ACES), and Earth Team.  
NEXT STEPS

The results of the Human Capital Survey were provided to the Human Capital Strategic Planning Core Team and to NRCS leadership at the National Leadership Team (NLT) meeting held in Crystal City, Virginia in January 2006.  In most cases, 3 leaders from each state (State Conservationist, State Administrative Officer, Assistant State Conservationist), and representatives from each of the Deputy Areas attended the NLT meeting and participated in break-out sessions.  The break-out sessions were used to generate solutions to problems identified in the human capital survey.  This information will be used to develop human capital strategic goals for NRCS for the next three to five years.

Be on the look-out for information on the HUMAN CAPTIAL STRATEGIC PLAN.  We will keep you informed of the progress made in addressing concerns identified during the human capital survey and providing an excellent environment for the NRCS workforce.  

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

For additional information on the human capital survey, please contact Eloris Speight at (202) 720-6646 or by email at eloris.speight@wdc.usda.gov.
� � HYPERLINK "http://www.fhcs2004.opm.gov/Index.htm" ��http://www.fhcs2004.opm.gov/Index.htm� “Federal Human Capital Survey 2004: What do Federal Employees Say?” Sample size of ~ 148,000.  
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