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Employee Satisfaction Survey

Susan Dyrenforth, Director, VHA National Center for Organizational Development and Jeremy Rickert, a Health Systems Specialist from the Center discussed the work the Center was doing to explore and track the issue of employee satisfaction in VHA. She acknowledged that the NPC had formed a subgroup on promoting a positive work environment and said she would relate there research findings to this issue.

Dr. Dyrenforth mentioned that a number of the Center’s initiatives to include the VHA all employee survey, CREW (Civility, Respect, and Engagement in the Workplace), 360/180 Degree Assessment, and the Onsite Workplace Assessment and Intervention, were providing leaders important information on the views of employees about their work environment.

The Center uses this information to consult with officials at various levels on how employee satisfaction can be improved by developing action plans to address problem areas identified by employees.

She said the Center was finding significant correlations between sick leave usage and such issues as customer satisfaction, coworker support, work conditions, pay satisfaction, and work family balance. Significant correlations also were found between EEO complaints and work family balance, diversity acceptance, coworker support and job control.

A more recent initiative called CREW was aimed at focusing on how civility, respect, and engagement in the workplace contributed to employee and patient satisfaction. The expected outcomes of this initiative involved increasing awareness of the relationship between civility and business outcomes and employee satisfaction and taking actions to improve civility to support desired outcomes.

She asked that the NPC support the 2006 All Employee Survey by encouraging employees to participate and by working collaboratively with VA leaders to address findings at all levels. She ended by encouraging the NPC to consult the Center as it developed its own plans to address employee satisfaction and providing a positive work environment.

Emerging Issues

Steve Muro, talked about NCA’s experience with Katrina.  Biloxi suffered from the storm but was operational within 3 to 4 days after storm. All employees are accounted for.

The Veterans Millennium Health Care and Benefits Act of 1999 requires the VA to establish six additional national cemeteries in areas of the United States in which the need for burial space is greatest. Those areas are: Atlanta, Georgia; Detroit, Michigan; Miami, Florida; Sacramento, California; Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; and, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. Fort Sill National Cemetery near Oklahoma City opened on November 2, 2001, the National Cemetery of the Alleghenies near Pittsburgh, Pa. opened on August 15, 2005, and the Great Lakes National Cemetery opened on October 17, 2005. 

The National Cemetery Act of 2003 authorizes VA to establish new national cemeteries to serve veterans in the areas of Bakersfield, Calif.; Birmingham, Ala.; Jacksonville, Fla.; Sarasota County, Fla.; southeastern Pennsylvania; and Columbia-Greenville, S.C. All six areas have veteran populations exceeding 170,000, which is the threshold VA has established for new national cemeteries. 

Mr. Muro introduced Bob Wilkes the Director of Memorial Services in Network 2. Bob’s Network oversees 31 National Cemeteries to include a new cemetery being built in the Atlanta area. Sandra Beckley the Cenetery Director for Atlanta gave a presentation on the ground breaking of the new 775-acre national cemetery in western Cherokee County, Ga. The property on which the future cemetery rests was donated by Scott Hudgens, the late Atlanta World War II veteran, land developer and philanthropist. The site lies midway between Cartersville and Canton, near the Etowah River, offering views of the Blue Ridge Mountains and Lake Allatoona. 

VA expects to open the new cemetery for burials in Spring 2006 with a patriotic ceremony, even though not all of the cemetery structures will be completed by that time. This “early turn over” plan is aimed at serving as many of the region’s aging veterans as quickly as possible. During the “early turn over,” grave space will be available for casketed remains and in-ground burial of cremated remains in a small-scale development separate from the major phase one construction project. 

J. M. Wilkerson Construction Company, Inc., of Marietta, Ga., was awarded the construction contract in December 2004. In addition to an entrance area, an information center, administration and maintenance building, public restrooms, flag plaza, shelters for committal services, the project will include a total of 29,000 full-casket gravesites, 3,000 in-ground sites for cremation remains and 3,000 columbaria niches for cremation remains. 

Burial arrangements will be made after death, as with all national cemeteries. VA does not reserve grave space. Veterans whose discharges are other than dishonorable, their spouses and dependent children may be buried in a national cemetery, regardless of where they live. 

Bruce Triplett , Veterans Health Administration, gave a comprehensive briefing with slide show on VHA’s experience with Hurricane Katrina.

He indicated that this may have been one of VHA’s finest moments. Employees at New Orleans and Biloxi rallied together to protect the patients and each other from harm. Miraculosly all patients in New Orleans were evacuated to other VA facilities without loss of life. Likewise, in the Gulfport Division of Biloxi, patients were moved ahead of the storm to safer ground.

Mr. Triplett showed many pictures of the devastation and shared the heroic acts of VA employees to protect life and property. The NPC praised Mr. Triplett and all of the VA employees at all levels that contributed to successfully managing the Katrina aftermath.

Mr. Triplett added that VHA was busy exploring options for restoring services and addressing the personal and professional needs of employees as they dealt with responding to their own situations. All employees had been put on administrative leave with pay, indefinitely, while VHA explored the various options to include short and long term deployment of the employees. He promised to keep the NPC apprised of the developments that would follow.

Mr. Triplett also informed the NPC that Dennis(Max) Lewis was appointed Acting USH for Operations and Management with the recent departure of Laura Miller. Bruce said he would continue to come to the NPC in Max’s place until further notice.

Mike Walcoff, Veterans Benefits Administration, talked about VBA’s experience with Hurricane Katrina. VBA’s Regional Office was located in the same building as the USPS. The building had 8 feet of water in the basement. No serious damage was done to VA space as there offices were on the higher floors. However they were not able to get into the building at this time to retrieve their active files. 

Out of 170 employees all but two were accounted for. Like VHA, most of their employees were on administrative leave. Employees that were deployed to other locations to work were being paid per diem.

Because of concerns expressed by VA’s IG with respect to how PTSD claims had been handled, VBA will be reviewing about 72,000 cases. Congress is concerned that this review may result in some claims being adjusted or denied and has introduced legislation to prevent this. VBA intention is to find support for the current payment and to augment the record where necessary to support the claim.

In an effort to address current and projected workloads VBA has hired 500 new employees. 325 of the 500 are veteran’s service representatives.

Timeliness in processing claims was averaging about 120 days. VBA would like to see this reduced to about 100.

Michael Grove, Nursing Issues talked about VBA’s experience with Hurricane Katrina. VBA’s Regional Office was located in the same building as the USPS. The building had 8 feet of water in the basement. No serious damage was done to VA space as there offices were on the higher floors. However they were not able to get into the building at this time to retrieve their active files. 

Out of 170 employees all but two were accounted for. Like VHA, most of their employees were on administrative leave. Employees that were deployed to other locations to work were being paid per diem.

Because of concerns expressed by VA’s IG with respect to how PTSD claims had been handled, VBA will be reviewing about 72,000 cases. Congress is concerned that this review may result in some claims being adjusted or denied and has introduced legislation to prevent this. VBA intention is to find support for the current payment and to augment the record where necessary to support the claim.

In an effort to address current and projected workloads VBA has hired 500 new employees. 325 of the 500 are veteran’s service representatives.

Timeliness in processing claims was averaging about 120 days. VBA would like to see this reduced to about 100.

Credit Worthiness Project (via Conference Call)   

Tom Prendergast, Chief, Accounting Systems, Oversight Division, VA Financial Services Center  and  Ed Niedzielski, Chief, Accounting Systems, Oversight Division, VA Financial Services Center

All VA employees who use a VA Credit card will now be required to have their credit worthiness determined before they can be issued a card.

The Financial Services Center operates VA’s credit card system which is implementing the credit worthiness project. They have been working through the process of contracting a credit score provider and the development of a web application for evaluating requests for credit worthiness. The facilities program coordinators access the FSC Web and pull the applicants consent form for the applicant to sign and then inputs the information needed to pull the FICO score. The FICO provider sends an automated message back to the program coordinator with a determination of approved, restricted or denied. The coordinator submits the application to Citibank and follows up with the required card restrictions. A data base runs a comparison between the new cardholders from Citibank and the FSC, the facility is contacted by the FSC if there are discrepancies. 

The benefits of the credit worthiness project accomplishes the primary tasks outlined in the OMB Circular, there is no change in the process for interaction with Citibank and the cost is minimal with limited manual effort by VA’s staff. 
Business Process Reengineering (BPR)

John Corso, DPA Senior Analyst Management Analysis/BPR, Program Manager, Office of Policy, Planning & Preparedness
The Management Analysis/Business Process Reengineering (MA/BPR) initiative was launched by the Deputy Secretary on August 22, 2005.  MA/BPR is designed to promote improved effectiveness and efficiency across a range of functions within the department.  Using Management Analysis (MA) and Business Process Reengineering (BPR) tools, VA will conduct studies to determine how functions are currently performed across VA, explore new ways to do business, and implement changes to improve performance.  MA/BPR will also allow VA to reinvest the savings produced into direct clinical care to better serve veterans.  Employees from the function to be studied will play a key role in the process.  They may be asked to participate on a team as functional/subject matter experts, provided information about how the work is currently done, and/or identify ways to improve it. 

 

Faced with an ever-increasing demand for VA services and limited financial resources, the department must continually seek ways to improve the effectiveness of current practices.  The support of everyone involved is crucial to MA/BPR’s success.  

Consolidated Patient Account Center (CPAC) Update
Susan Reed, Director, CPAC Program ,CBO, and Victor Cruz, Director, Mid-Atlantic CPAC, Ashville, provided an update on the CPAC pilot in Asheville, NC.  Ms. Reed mentioned that they were now at a stage where they could add additional functionality to the CPAC in Asheville. This would involve adding an additional 47 FTEE to support collections, pre-registration, payment analysis, document management, information technology, accounting, denial management, and coding. These positions would be realigned to the CPAC station number and affect approximately 5-7 FTEE per station in VISN 6.

Phase II is scheduled to begin in May 2006 and will involve increasing the number of facilities in the Mid-Atlantic CPAC and moving to a larger facility to accommodate approximately 350 employees.

In response to a question from a NPC member, she indicated that no employee in VISN 6 would be required to move to Asheville even if there functioned is moved as part of the consolidation. A recommendation was made that CPAC officials consider using virtual employees to address this issue.

Personal Identification Verification (PIV) Smartcard       

Joseph Bond, VA Personal Identification Verification Project Mgr

Homeland Security Presidential Directive (HSPD)12 directed all federal departments and agencies to have an approved process in place by October 2005 and for issuing identification cards to begin by October 2006.  The National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) released the Federal Information Processing Standard (FIPS) 201, which contained two parts Personal Identification Verification PIV-I and PIV – II. 

HSPD 12 sets the control objectives for secure and reliable use of identification when verifying an individual employee’s identity prior to issuance of PIV card.  The security measures are strongly resistant to identity fraud, tampering, counterfeiting, and terrorist exploitation. The cards can be rapidly authenticated electronically and are issued by providers whose reliability has been established by an official accreditation process. 

FIPS 201 applies to all government employees and contractor who require physical access to Federally controlled information systems, specific to employees as defined by Title 5 USC 2105, Contractors hired by the Federal Government to whom long term identity credentials would be issued under existing security policies and access to Federal systems via remote access as determined by the  agency.

PIV – I, defines control objectives and security requirements. PIV – II defines the technical operational requirements. These processes begin with a background check of all applicants. The applicants must appear in persona and must provide 2 original forms of identification from an approved list, one of which must be a valid Federal or State issued picture ID. No individual has the capacity to issue a PIV card without the cooperation of another authorized person. 

The PIV cards will be used to gain access to VA facilities, computer networks, electronic signing of documents, the elimination of multiple sign ons i.e passwords, and signal sign on to all VA applications.

Mr. Bond provided a chart on major program milestones, He said they would be piloting the proofing and issuances processes soon and also developing a program directive and handbook. The handbook would be sent to the national unions in advance to fulfill bargaining obligations. Plans were underway to invite the unions to come to Washington for a brainstorming session on their interests so that the feedback could be used in preparation of the handbook.

Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR)
Gregory Burke, Counsel to Chairman Board of Contract Appeals

In implementing the ADRA, the President and Attorney General established an Interagency ADR Working Group (IADRWG) to foster ADR use in the Federal Government. The IADRWG has four subject area sections:

· Workplace

· Contracts and Procurement

· Enforcement and Regulatory

· Claims Against the Government

On 9/19/05, the Secretary recorded remarks for the “Mediation Zone”, a standard VA training module for ADR awareness with the commitment of top management in VHA, VBA and NCA should also be chronicled and reflected in policies promulgated and periodically reiterated by those organizations.

The establishment and promotion of an ADR Awards program to recognize achievement in ADR programs and practices is underway. VA’s ADR Council, is developing an initial draft of an ADR awards policy. Representatives of VHA, AFGE and ORM are participating in the policy development. The final program documents will be submitted to the Secretary for approval.

The NPC should consider supporting a nation-wide program for joint management-union training in ADR. Joint training provides management and union equal access to program information and minimizes the potential for distrust.

The development of an in-house training program through VALU in ADR methods and policies will also help raise the stature of ADR beyond its identification with ORM. Effective personnel management will be enhanced by a well-founded education program.

VBA SKILLS CERTIFICATION

James Whitson made a presentation on VBA’s skills certification program for the veterans service representative career track. He indicated that they were tracking the success rate of VSRs who had been tested for certification for promotion to the GS-11 journeyman level. They had completed a recent validation of the testing instrument and have found that there is a significant correlation between performance on the test and employee success profiles. Benefits to the organization include improving VSR skills, improving authorization accuracy, linking training and employee development to the results, and improved service to veterans. 

Attention is currently focused on preparing VSRs for certification by sharing best practices and national VSR “readiness” training. He indicated success with this initiative would likely result in using similar programs for pension maintenance and education claims.

NPC Subgroup Discussion Strategic Plan
Training – A survey will be conducted on what is available covering the subject of labor and management collaboration. While online training modules will be useful, it will not replace the need for classroom training with both parties present. It will also be important to track the results of the training. 

ADR - Subgroup should draft recommendations and send to Greg Burke for his review and input. Final recommendations should come back to NPC for review.

Positive Work Environment – Mr. Parkis made a number of observations and suggestions to include developing a more comprehensive communication plan for publicizing and tracking the results of the employee survey, making sure that the All Employee Survey Newsletter is being widely distributed, revising incentives for sick leave useage and looking at related factors such as overall employee satisfaction and enabling environment, using VBA competency model in upward mobility programs, and having the NPC work with VHA’s NLB HR Committee to look at why some employees show little to no career progression over a number of years. 

Looking Ahead
Next meeting in LA, January 23-27, 2006

Consider inviting MSN/VISN/Director and local facilities 

NPC should send a letter to Undersecretary for Health encouraging union participation on group reviewing changes to RN qualification standards

Human Resources Management Service should be advised on credit worthiness initiative and asked to address issues related to credit card use as a condition of employment and options for dealing with employees who are denied a credit card
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