Case Study #3


THE AGITATED ENGINEERS CASE STUDY

Situation

The Engineering Office has 50 nonsupervisory employees doing engineering, engineering technician and aid, drafting, inspecting and supporting clerical work.  For some time, office supervisors have had problems staffing the organization.  Slipped deadlines have increased and the backlog of work has grown out of proportion to the office’s ability to get it done.  In general, employee morale has deteriorated.  The office has had turnover and there has been considerable employee dissatisfaction, particularly among the lower grade engineers, over the lack of advancement opportunities and continuing requirements for the performance of work below their capability, i.e., as indicated by demonstrated ability to perform higher level work after successful completion of reasonable training on the job.

Classification Problem

Office supervisors have sought repeatedly to have a number of the lower grade engineer jobs reclassified to higher grades without success.  They agreed that it would be desirable to assign higher-grade engineering work to the lower grade engineers, but that higher-grade work could only come from the positions of higher-grade engineers.  The supervisor’s were unwilling to jeopardize the classification of the higher-grade positions by doing this.  As a result, they considered the problem to be rooted in Personnel and in the classification function in particular.

Union Concerns

One day, the management official responsible for dealing with the union was visited by the president of Local No. 4949 who expressed an interest in reviewing some matters for the GS-7 and GS-9 engineers who were union members and in the bargaining unit.  The union president discussed promotion opportunities and practices in assigning work to lower grade engineers.  The union official contended that an unusually high percent of the work was routine and nonengineering in character and that, if the work were assigned more realistically, the jobs would be classified higher, the employees would be promoted, and overall satisfaction, morale and timeliness of work would be better.  The union president also indicated that this visit was preliminary to initiating a grievance under the negotiated grievance procedures based on the union’s belief that management violated the contract provisions dealing with classification and work assignments.  These provisions are as follows:

1.  Management shall describe positions on a reasonably current basis and classify them correctly according to OPM classification standards;

2.  Management agrees to assign employee work appropriate to their job classifications to the maximum extent consistent with work requirements; and,

3. Management shall carry out a continuing maintenance review program, making sure changes necessary to keep the job structure current, to assure that job classifications reflect the work currently being performed by employees.

Current Structure

The management official immediately contacted the Personnel Office and the responsible classifier about the situation.  They reviewed the nonsupervisory structure of the Engineering Office, which was as follows:





Total Number
Total Positions at Each GS Level

Kind of Work
of Positions

2   3   4   5   7   9   11   12   13   14
Clerical

     4

1   2   1

Drafting

     4

               3   1

Inspecting

     6

                    5   1

Technician & Aid
     6

1   4                  1

Engineer

    30

_   _   _   _   2   8    9     8     2     1
Totals

 
   50 

2   6   1   3   8  10   9     8     2     1

The classifier noted that office management has been reluctant to utilize engineering technicians, stressing the limitations technician positions impose on flexibility in assigning work.  While there were 5 aid positions, the sole technician job was to accommodate an old experienced employee who could not qualify for placement in an engineer position.  Engineers were hired at GS-7 with promotion to GS-9 after successfully completing training.  Originally, the GS-9 position was a stepping stone to the GS-11 level, but, as the engineering staff grew, there was not enough GS-11 work available to allow more GS-11 level engineering positions.  The classifier indicated that, as things currently existed, there was considerable job dilution and many of the lower grade engineers, including some at GS-11, did very little work that could be truly classed as engineering.  The Human Resources Director seized upon this as having a significant bearing upon the problems and requested specific details.

Analysis of Assignments

To comply with this request, the classifier studied every official position description (PD) in the Engineering Office, verifying the data in the PD’s as necessary, by personal contact with individual employees and supervisors.  Each position was reviewed to determine the different occupations and the levels of these different kinds of work.  The percentage of time spent on the different kinds and levels of work were determined and converted to the number of positions required.  A final tabulation was prepared as below, showing the proportionate workload represented by the different occupations and levels of work, considering all 50 nonsupervisory positions and the equivalent amounts and grade levels for each kind of work.



% of Total  Equivalent
Amount of Each Kind of Work by GS Level (by %)

Kind of Work
Workload    # of Jobs
2    3    4    5    7    9    11    12    13    14  

Clerical

    8%

 4

20  50  30

Drafting

   24%
 
12

            10  70 20

Inspecting
   
  10%

 5

                       85  15

Technician & Aid  
  26%

13

5   15  20   10 25  15   10

Engineer
   
  32%

16

                             10   25    40    20     5

Totals

  
100%

50


The Human Resources Director discussed these data with Engineering Office supervisors and with the manager of the establishment.  They reached conclusions about the present utilization and desirable refinements in both the design of positions and their classification for better skills utilization in the future.  They also discussed the immediate problem of dealing with the union and what management might face in arbitration if the union grieved over the alleged contract violation.

Additional Concerns

The Human Resources Director did not believe it feasible to resolve the problem without addressing two related concerns.  The first was the need to develop a new staffing plan including timeframes for the transition from the current organization.  This was regarded as essential to demonstrate management’s commitment to action and to avoid a confrontation with the union.  To prepare for developing a new staffing authorization, turnover data was gathered and analyzed.  These data showed annual turnover of 40% at the GS-7 and GS-9 levels with 20% for the rest of the office, excluding the GS-13 and GS-14 levels at which there had been no turnover nor was any anticipated.

The Human Resources Director’s second concern related to whether the actions planned would be effective in preventing recurrence of the problem.  In this regard, it was learned that the immediate situation was largely the result of the failure of the Engineering Office supervisors to stay on top of assignments and related matters.  Rather than poor supervisory performance, it appeared that the supervisors were spread to thin.  The office was supervised by the Chief Engineer and a Deputy Engineer with no other supervisory positions.  The two current non-supervisory GS-13 positions were established as project managers and the remaining staff was divided into, and had been operating as, two project teams.  The nonsupervisory GS-14 position was charged to the office, but was engaged in a classified assignment of an experimental nature with ramifications extending beyond the establishment and reported to the Chief Engineer for administrative purposes only.  The Human Resources Director was convinced that it would be impossible to adequately monitor assignments and control utilization without additional supervisory positions.

Work Group Assignment

To resolve this problem, your work group has been tasked by the Position Management Officer to consider the following issues and provide recommendations to resolve this problem.

1.  ORGANIZATION – assuming that the engineers could perform professional work for 80-90% of the time with proper work organization, is the present staffing realistic?

2.  STAFFING – what would appear to be the number of engineers needed to adequately staff the Engineering Office considering the 80-90% utilization factor, trainee intake (with resultant lower productivity due to training), and related factors?

3.  UTILIZATION – do the data available suggest lower grade engineers perform only a minimum amount of engineering work?  What occupations are under-staffed and likely account for the nonprofessional work done by the engineers?

4.  ADJUSTMENT – what problems exist in attempting to make an occupational and grade adjustment in the job structure?  What could be done to alleviate these problems?

5.  LMR – what are the labor-management implications of the alleged contract violation on the part of management?  Is the union likely to pursue this allegation formally?  Why or why not?

6.  REVISED STAFFING – what should the new staffing authorization include in terms of the number of positions in each occupation?  How long will it take to fully implement the new staffing plan?  When should progress be assessed and what should the organization include at each of the assessments?

7.  SUPERVISION – how many additional supervisors are needed?  What should be done with the two nonsupervisory GS-13 project manager positions?
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