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 BACKGROUND 

 

During the past decade or so, Sacramento County 

has evolved from a quiet state capital surrounded by 

an agricultural economy to a vibrant regional econ-

omy that is experiencing explosive growth fueled 

by a growing diverse economic base and relatively 

affordable housing (particularly when compared to 

the San Francisco Bay Area two hours down the 

road!). This growth has created many opportunities 

and advantages for the citizens of the County, and 

many challenges for those who are in the business 

of providing infrastructure to support this growth. 

 

Sacramento County generates an average of 165 

million gallons of sewerage every day. That flow is 

conveyed to the Sacramento Regional Wastewater 

Treatment Plant located in the southern portion of 

the County through an extensive collection and in-

terceptor system. With high rates of growth pro-

jected to continue in the region for many years to 

come and an aging sewer system, hundreds of mil-

lions of dollars in capital projects are needed over 

the next ten years. This infrastructure investment is 

actually greater than the investment in the original 

county-wide system. 

 

Prior to 2001, the Water Quality business unit was 

part of the larger District Engineering Department. 

This department included responsibility for waste-

water collection and treatment, drinking water sup-

ply, drainage, and solid waste collection and dis-

posal. The Water Quality Division Chief was re-

sponsible for oversight of both the collection system 

and the treatment plant. The treatment plant had a 

Plant Manager, but the collection system staff re-

ported directly to the Water Quality Division Chief. 

This structure limited the attention that the collection 

system received at a time of unprecedented chal-

lenges. In addition to the growth, recognition of 

coming regulatory attention on collection systems 

contributed to the need for organizational change. 
 

The Need for Reinvention 

 

The District Engineering Department was reorgan-

ized into separate departments of Water Quality, 

Water Resources, and Solid Waste in 2000. Recog-

nizing that there was a need to focus more attention 

and resources on the collection system, in 2001 the 

County’s Water Quality Department management 

created a separate division focused solely on the col-

lection system. For many of us in the water and 

wastewater business, hearing the words “sewer” and 

“reinvention” in the same sentence is a cause to 

pause. But this is not your father’s wastewater util-

ity. 

 

The new Collection Systems Division (CSD) in-

cludes nearly 400 personnel working in five differ-

ent sections: Maintenance & Operations (“M & O”, 

the largest group with over 250 personnel), Admini-

stration (which includes Customer Service), Local 

Sewer Engineering, Technical Support, and Inter-

ceptor Engineering. The reorganization included the 

creation of the position of Division Chief to provide 

leadership to the new division. 

 

To complicate matters, the M&O Section operates 
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from multiple locations due to the large geographic 

area that is covered, not to mention increasing traf-

fic gridlock that can have a significantly negative 

impact on the Division’s ability to perform its mis-

sion. 

 

While each of the sections has been doing an ade-

quate (or greater) job in fulfilling their own individ-

ual missions prior to the reorganization, there was 

little cooperation from section to section, and the 

overall collection activity lacked a common focus 

and identity. The result was that decisions were of-

ten made independently without considering the 

needs of the other sections and without coordina-

tion, often leading to wasted time and money and, 

in some cases, a redundancy of efforts. 

 

But perhaps of greater concern was a critical lack of 

the “big picture” among the new Division’s man-

agement team. Processes were not in place for the 

Division’s leaders to understand the implications of 

their actions on other activities going on within the 

Division, in both day-to-day operations and from a 

more strategic perspective. This lack of a common 

vision created problems with budgets, work sched-

ules, and ultimately in the Division’s ability to per-

form its mission in a timely, cost-effective manner. 

 

Clearly a structural change alone was not going to 

set the Collection System’s Division on the right 

course; this was not a time for business-as-usual. 

The Division needed to take a broad, total system’s 

approach to developing itself while maintaining on-

going operations. A key to the successful creation 

of the new Division was to embark on an extensive 

organizational development program. 

 

ORGANIZATIONAL ASSESSMENT:  

MAPPING THE ORGANIZATION’S 

STRATEGY, CULTURE, AND LEADERSHIP 

 

The organizational development program began 

with an assessment designed to examine the Divi-

sion’s strategic purpose, its culture and leadership 

and the alignment of both culture and leadership 

with its strategic purpose. The goal of this assess-

ment was to develop and prioritize recommenda-

tions and create an action plan for improvement. 

The assessment included focus groups and inter-

views of both a randomly selected group of employ-

ees and the Division’s Leadership Team (Division 

Chief and Section Managers). All Division staff also 

completed an extensive evaluative survey instrument 

(CultureTek©) relating to organizational culture, 

leadership, and strategic focus. 

 

The assessment clearly indicated that the Division’s 

strategic focus (or strategy) is “Operational Excel-

lence.” As defined by Treacy & Wiersema2, organi-

zations with an Operational Excellence strategy are 

characterized as: 

Always seeking the most dependable and consis- 

   tent solution at the lowest total cost; 

Hold dependability, reliability and consistency as 

   core values; 

Typically include (but are not limited to) regulated 

   organizations such as utilities, emergency ser- 

   vices, high distribution intensive companies, etc. 

 

The assessment also determined that the organiza-

tion’s culture is what is described as an “In Control” 

culture3. This type of culture exists to ensure cer-

tainty, predictability, safety, accuracy and depend-

ability. The design and framework for information 

and knowledge in an In Control culture is built es-

sentially around the goals of the organization and the 

extent to which those goals are met. It is about being 

“in control” of the factor of success. The assessment 

found that the Division’s organizational culture fits 

well and is supportive of an Operational Excellence 

strategy. However, the assessment identified several 

issues critical to the success of its development ac-

tivity. These findings were: 

Overall there was a lack of clarity about the or- 

   ganization’s Strategic Focus, and personnel within 

   the five sections were often unclear about the Stra- 

   tegic Focus of their section 

The Division is over task and over process focused  

   and under area-of-responsibility focused 

There is duplication of effort within and across  

   sections 

The data suggests that the Division may lack a 

   consistent cornerstone for decision making 

Systems and processes within the organization or    

   the sections are not consistent with the organiza-  

   tion’s or sections’ core culture, and 
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 Leadership practices within the organization or 

the sections are not consistent with the organiza-

tion’s or sections’ core leadership. 

 

The Leadership Team reviewed the findings and 

during an extensive 3-day workshop developed a 

detailed Strategic Action Plan for addressing the 

issues and developing the organization. The plan 

included the following recommendations and infor-

mation on responsibility, resources and scheduling 

of for each action item. 

The Management Team (Leadership Team and 

   middle managers) build Strategic Direction for  

   the Division in order to determine where the or- 

   ganization is headed and set specific, measurable 

   goals for getting there 

A leadership development program be imple- 

   mented that ensures alignment with strategy and 

   culture, the integration of culture and leadership, 

   and the development of individual and organiza- 

   tional accountability 

Design and implement an Organizational Per- 

   formance Management System based on the goals 

   developed in the Strategic Direction Setting Proc- 

   ess, and 

Develop a comprehensive Communication Plan 

   designed to address the Division’s decentralized 

   facilities, its lack of identity, and both the Divi- 

sion’s and the Sections’ Strategic Focus. 

 

IMPLEMENTING THE  

STRATEGIC ACTION PLAN 

 

Leadership Development 

 

An important characteristic of effective leadership 

development is fitting the development program to 

the needs of the individual leader, the organization 

that the leader is responsible for and the larger or-

ganization. For the Collection System Division, a 

360º leadership assessment instrument was used to 

identify individual leadership attributes. These at-

tributes were overlaid with the cultural information 

obtained from the assessment process to create indi-

cations of the leaders’ particular areas of effective-

ness and areas where a leader may need develop-

ment. Using this information and working with the 

Division’s consultant as coach, each leader devel-

oped a Leadership Development Plan for their indi-

vidual situation. These plans were then reviewed 

with their supervisors and, once finalized, will be 

integrated with the Organizational Performance 

Management System (OPMS). 

 

Do It/Measure It: Creating an Organizational 

Performance Management System 

 

What is an Organizational Performance Manage-

ment System? A recent study by TAP Resource De-

velopment Group of over 100 water and wastewater 

utility managers from various sized utilities provided 

some interesting results. Each utility studied had a 

common strategic purpose, which involves provid-

ing their customers with the least cost and most pre-

dictable and consistent solution for their utility 

needs. The study found that these utility managers 

scored lower in the areas related to task and task ac-

complishment (results) than what research indicates 

is desirable for a well led utility organization in a 

competitive environment. While this is not a large 

sample, it certainly provides an indication that many 

industry leaders need to emphasize the accomplish-

ment of results. 

 

A second study, one conducted by Corporate Devel-

opment Group in 1999, looked at over 80 organiza-

tions of all types, including utilities. It found that 

63% of the time leaders experience their own organ-

izational cultures significantly different than their 

employees do. This is very important for leaders 

wanting to design effective organizational develop-

ment programs focused on results. Their approach to 

leadership and the programs they design to achieve 

results must support the organization’s strategic pur-

pose and fit with the overall culture of the organiza-

tion. 

 

Therefore, an OPMS is a process designed to inte-

grate a results focus into the very being of the or-

ganization. It also helps align leadership with strat-

egy in a way that is particularly beneficial for many 

types of organizations. An OPMS also creates an 

environment where change can be created and im-

plemented in a positive way. It is designed to get the 

organization on the “winning” track, foster momen-

tum, and celebrate “wins” all along the way. 
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Although many organizations set goals, what is usu-

ally missing is a balanced process for setting, inte-

grating, and tracking their goals and celebrating 

their successes. Also often missing is an attitude of 

win-win for all involved. An OPMS sets the frame-

work to resolve these issues and create a balanced 

system designed around the needs of the organiza-

tion. In fact, for most “Operational Excellence” or-

ganizations, it becomes the central management 

system for the organization. 

 

At the Sacramento County Collection System Divi-

sion, TAP Resource assisted with the design, devel-

opment, and implementation of an OPMS consist-

ing of the following six steps (also presented in Fig-

ure 1): 

Create a clear focus on the organization’s strate- 

   gic purpose; 

Identify overall organization, department, unit and  

  cross-unit goals in four key results areas; 

Identify measures of goal attainment; 

Develop systems to monitor goal and multi-goal 

   attainment; 

Monitor, discuss and communicate goal status; 

Celebrate organization, department and unit goal 

attainment. 
 

ORGANIZATIONAL PERFORMANCE-

MANAGEMENT SYSTEM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are three key characteristics of a successful 

Organizational Performance Management System: 

The OPMS is balanced: successes are not built in 

    one key results area by ignoring another. 

The desired results are strategic: they contribute 

    to the effectiveness and competitive advantage  

    for the organization. 

The OPMS produces results that are lasting: they 

    don’t sacrifice long-term success for short term 
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Figure 1 
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The foundation of any OPMS is identifying what 

results the organization wants to achieve. Figure 2 

shows the four key results areas: Customer, Employ-

ees, Organization, and Financial. Many organiza-

tions set goals, but the process is usually based on 

key results areas associated with traditional meas-

ures of organizational success. For example, for-

profit organizations, from Microsoft to Wal-Mart, 

often focus mostly on financial metrics such as net 

after-tax profits, return-on-capital, return-on-equity, 

etc. This focus usually leaves out key results in other 

areas such as the Employee, Customer and Organi-

zation. On the other hand, governmental organiza-

tions, such as utilities, usually focus on customer 

metrics such as water quality goals, water quality 

violations, reliability, etc. Even goals created to 

meet regulatory requirements are actually customer 

goals. While meeting or exceeding customer expec-

tations is important, it is very difficult to sustain in 

the long-term without high levels of employee com-

mitment and skill. 

This doesn’t mean that the organization’s efforts are 

equally distributed between each of the key results 

areas. One area may get more attention than another, 

but the effective leader must ensure that none of the 

key results areas are neglected. To create an effec-

tive goal attainment process, there must be a balance 

between the four primary key results areas shown in 

Figure 2: Customer, Employees, Organization, and 

Financial. 
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There must also be a tracking and monitoring sys-

tem that truly tracks organizational, unit and multi-

unit goal accomplishment and communicates infor-

mation to everyone about how the unit and larger 

organization are doing. Goal accomplishment must 

be monitored on at least a monthly basis and every-

one in the organization must have access to infor-

mation on the organization’s goals and their pro-

gress toward goal attainment. 

 

The tracking and monitoring of the organization’s 

goals provides a clear opportunity for automation. 

However, the level of sophistication can vary from 

a packaged system like Microsoft Outlook to an 

Intranet web page to a full-blown Management In-

formation System. The key is making the OPMS 

truly part of the organization, part of its day-to-day 

operation, part of its systems. 

 

At the time of publication of this paper, supervisors 

and managers in the Division are developing the 

goals and metrics under each of the four key result 

area categories noted above. Essentially, the goals 

will represent how the Division wants to operate. 

 

In addition to the goals and metrics, the Division 

leadership will develop an Action Plan to support 

each of the goals. In general, these Plans repre-

sented one-time items with due dates to assist the 

Division in meeting metrics and getting the OPMS 

off to a successful start. 

 

The Division leadership is also developing a system 

to track performance against the goals, metrics and 

action plan items. Unless the information is col-

lected, reviewed and acted upon, the entire effort 

would be in vain. This all really comes down to a 

couple of seemingly simple questions: “Who re-

ports what when?” and “What do we do about the 

information reported?” 

 

The results that are tracked in the system are re-

ported at regular intervals, depending on the level 

of the organization. For instance, M & O personnel 

in the field will be reporting some results on a daily 

and/or weekly basis, whereas the senior leadership 

team will be primarily looking at monthly indica-

tors, such as monthly budgeted vs. actual expendi-

tures, safety reports, and customer satisfaction. 

 

The last step in the OPMS is communicating and 

celebrating success. This occurs at the broadest level 

with the Division, with results posted at various lo-

cations (including the intranet) and discussed regu-

larly at staff meetings. This report shows all person-

nel in the Division how well they have done. 

 

The Division is working on developing meaningful 

ways to celebrate successes identified in the OPMS. 

Options can include Division breakfasts, gift certifi-

cates or lunches for staff in each section that meets 

its monthly goals. An underlying theme of the 

lunches, breakfasts or other celebrations is that they 

are not achieved individually, but rather as a team or 

as an entire Division. We hope to be celebrating a lot 

in the future! 

 

THE RESULTS: SO FAR, SO GOOD 

 
While this process of reinventing the Division is still 

a work-in-progress at the time of publication of this 

paper, benefits are already being realized. The Divi-

sion’s leadership is now functioning more as a team 

as a result of having a greater understanding of the 

Division’s overall mission. This is being demon-

strated in better coordination of work efforts. 

 

A second area of improvement is in the recognition 

of the need to develop leadership within the organi-

zation, not only at the higher levels of the organiza-

tion, but also at the middle management and supervi-

sory levels. In many cases, these lower levels of 

leadership are tomorrow’s senior management, so 

developing these leaders sooner, rather than later, 

will yield improvements today and well into the fu-

ture – good leadership begets more good leadership. 

 

Initially, many of the managers were skeptical about 

the leadership development program. The leaders 

generally thought that they were doing an OK job 

and did not need to be spending time on this. How-

ever, after the completion of the 360º leadership as-

sessment there was a change in many of the leaders’ 

perceptions about the need for this development 

work; perhaps seeing some specific data about their 

individual performance created an opportunity for 
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them to re-think their work practices.  Of  possibly 

greater significance, this data created an opportu-

nity for the Division Chief to have a frank discus-

sion with the each member of the Division’s senior 

leadership team about expectations and what they 

needed to be doing (or changing) to make their 

sections more effective. 

 

An additional area of tangible change is in the 

budgeting process. Prior to this assessment process 

and the associated planning and development activi-

ties, projects and activities were not clearly budg-

eted or planned, creating chronic budget and sched-

ule overruns. This was driven by a budgeting proc-

ess that did not reflect the organization, creating a 

lack of accountability. In many cases, managers had 

no way of knowing costs associated with activities 

in their sections or groups. 

 

This is no longer the case. There is now a budgeting 

process that is directly related to the organizational 

chart, so managers have direct input into the crea-

tion and management of their section’s or group’s 

budgets and schedules. Figures 3 and 4 show the 

new organizational chart and the budget breakout 

by organization, respectively. 

 

As the Division moves forward with the develop-

ment of the OPMS and as the leadership team and 

all of the staff integrate these new processes into 

their work practices, the Division will continue to 

improve – tangibly and measurably – and meet the 

new challenges that lie ahead. 
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