Supporting Staff through Reorganization

By Gaylea Wong

When I volunteered through our writer’s group to write an article for this newsletter, I suggested the topic of supporting staff through change – in particular through a major restructuring of the organization.  I know that like my own school, many PACRAO members have had the pleasure of this experience in recent years. Some, like us, perhaps more than once. UBC’s most recent reorganization saw Student Services split off from a combined Student Development and Enrolment Services model into two distinct units  - Enrolment Services and Student Development and Services.  What can I say – this is where we started - what goes around, comes around!!

I was part of a 7-person transition team that came together to support the Vice-President for Students and the Acting Registrar, as well as to provide support to the overall organization during this time of change. We were assisted on logistics by a consultant from Vancouver’s Edge Training & Consulting Ltd.  The full staffing complement for the entire portfolio was 200 plus employees working in Enrolment Service departments and Student Service and Development units.  Some units also provided support to both sides of the house and actually still do. Our support team was called the Transition Needs Assessment Team (TNAT) and our mandate was to…….. 

Provide advice to the project sponsors regarding support and communication mechanisms to effect the change and support staff;

and

contract with sponsors to deliver specific items to support the change process.

The particular part that I would like to focus on is the communications aspect of the transition process - a key area of any change process, large or small.  It is the one area that is often missed or at least not given the attention it requires for the initiative to be successful. My designated role was the communications point person on the team. The following article outlines some of the components of the communications plan we put together and gives some insight into some of the lessons learned by the team and our organization through this change period.  Hopefully, some of the material will be useful to you in your own institutions.

Regarding the team process and matters of communication, the team was to –

· Develop a global communication strategy


· Provide support as required

· Carry responsibility for messages common to all managers or all staff

· Develop and track execution of communication plans (identify audiences, objectives, messages and tactics)

· Obtain appropriate approval of communication plans

· Design and write specific communications

· Work closely with the Director of Communications Services for Student Services 

· Support others in fulfilling their communications responsibilities (i.e., designing, writing, presenting)

· Work with Communications Services on the project intranet site

Guiding Communications Principles

The following principles were meant to guide all communications decisions -

· Communicate openly, honestly and generate dialogue

· Communicate the “right information, to the right people, at the right time”  

· Enable and use managers and other “natural links” as much as possible to deliver messages - they are credible and can provide a day-to-day business context for messages

· As much as possible, communications should be in person (to facilitate two-way dialogue and understanding of complex information)

· Ensure that the transition team’s messages are aligned with the organizational vision and other change initiatives 

· Follow a systematic plan, whereby communication occurs within a planned process with assigned responsibilities, to ensure all members of all target audiences hear key messages relevant to them in an appropriate manner and timeframe

· Don’t assume 100% comprehension and retention of communicated messages; repetition is necessary for messages to be internalized

· Use varied channels and communication vehicles

· Prepare communications to address the audience’s needs and concerns; answer the key questions - what, why, how and very importantly, what will it mean to me.
Critical Success Factors

The success of the communication effort is dependent on committed and consistent involvement and availability from project sponsors, the project team and managers to complete communication activities.  This is the key to the success of such a communications initiative.

Stakeholder Analysis

Many stakeholder groups are impacted by the organizational changes taking place. The extent and content of communications to each group is determined by the nature of the impact on these groups.  Our detailed communications plans outlined the objectives, key messages and tactics for these communications to each stakeholder group.  

Our key stakeholder groups were – 

	Stakeholder Group
	Key Needs and Issues

	Transition Needs Assessment Team

7 staff, both clerical and professional
	· To be kept in the loop re:  the future state of the organization (from the sponsors)

· Ongoing internal information

· Require feedback from staff on their needs and the most appropriate forms of communication for them



	Team sponsors

Vice President Students and Acting Registrar


	· Require information regarding project’s progress and issues

· Need to have information required to make key decisions; need perspective of staff to make decisions; need to identify and remove obstacles, identify and mitigate risks.

· Need to understand concerns of management.

· Need to deliver key messages

	Management

(15 Directors)
	· Require information regarding project progress and issues

· Need to deliver some messages to staff

· Need to be on side

· Need information about the changing organization in a timely and supportive manner (i.e., Learning Organizations, POWER for Students). 

· Need to be informed of overall priorities, timelines. and decisions



	All staff

(200)


	· Require information regarding changes as they will affect their workplace and their jobs

· Need to be informed of overall priorities and timelines

· Need to know how they will be impacted

· Need for 2-way dialogue



	Students

(35,000 +)


	· Need to be informed on a need to know basis of any changes that will affect them; i.e., where their service access may change. Should be as seamless as possible.

· Key concept is that service should be improved by the changes;  service should be centered on the student

	University community


	· Require updates on our changing organization as it affects the community

	Outside community


	· Require appropriate updates on our changing organization as necessary

	SIMPL BPR project – Major re-engineering project running in parallel to the reorganization

(3 Enrolment Services managers)


	· Requires information that affects the SIMPL project planning activities and how SIMPL outcomes will fit with the new structure

	Bargaining Units
	· Require information that affects working conditions of their members


Communication Vehicles

A variety of communication vehicles can be used to deliver transition messages.  The critical factors in determining which communication vehicle to use for a given communication will depend on assessing both the message and the audience and matching the communication tool to these needs.

The following is an overview of possible communications vehicles.  Not all were used during our transition needs assessment phase and are here for your information.

	Type/Vehicle
	Description
	Effective for . . .

	Face-to-face
	
	

	Presentations
	· standard “lecture style” presentations

· some interaction (primarily through Q&A’s)
	· large amount of reasonably complex information

	Focus sessions
	· small group discussions 
	· specific topics

	Workshops
	· similar to presentation, but incorporates high degree of participation
	· topics requiring exploration and discussion

	Brown bag
	· also known as “lunch and learn” sessions

· can be presentation or workshop style
	· motivated audience (topic they find interesting)

· personal development and broadening knowledge base (e.g., best practices, recent industry developments, customer research)

	Q and A’s
	· face to face with transition team and sponsors driven by participants
	· two-way communication

	Demos
	· demos of new technologies
	· information that is difficult to conceptualize (e.g., new technologies)

	Open houses / “day in the life” presentation
	· simulation of “future” environment

· opportunity for relatively unstructured and somewhat interactive information about the topic
	· information that is difficult to conceptualize

· motivated audience

· audience with varied concerns

	Drop-in sessions
	· small group discussions around specific topic
	· two-way communication

· dialogue on topic

	Town hall 

Meetings
	· group session with executive sponsors
	· Specific messages and “q and a” with staff

	Printed
	
	

	Newsletter, Papers

UBC Reports
	
	· high level, introductory information (general interest)

	Communication packages for managers
	· documents to support managers in delivering project communications to staff
	· geographically dispersed audiences

· managers comfortable with content

	Q&A sheets
	· published as needed for impacted management and staff

· usually address one issue (e.g., training) and provide detailed answers to questions about that issue

· can be delivered through e-mail and/or intranet
	· quickly disseminate information on specific topics to large audience

· best for facts/logistics type information (vs. conveying complex or impactful messages)

	Update Bulletins
	· issued on as needed basis

· provide update on specific topic and/or project activities

· can be delivered through internet
	· quickly disseminate information on specific topics to large audience

· best for facts/logistics type information (vs. conveying complex or impactful messages)

	Technology 
	
	

	Web (Internet and Intranet)
	· Intranet site providing information on project background, current activities, project timeline, etc.

· feedback and questions can be submitted through the site

· encourage linking from other appropriate sites 

· FAQ’s
	· quick reference information

· background information

	Chat rooms
	· real time online exchange 
	· information sharing among stakeholders

	Bulletin boards
	· online exchange
	· allows more time for preparing answers to questions 

	E-mail
	· project updates can be distributed directly to audience members through email
	· highlighting news and information on the project intranet site

· 

	Other 
	
	

	Branding
	· logo and promotional materials
	· recognition

· linking together project communications and other project materials


From the generic communications planning document we moved on to prepare and deliver specific communiqués.  We did not get it entirely right which is probably not a huge surprise to anyone.  Communicating effectively through a large organizational change process is very difficult - but at least we had a fighting chance with our planning template and up-front analysis of what the different stakeholders required. The right message to the right target audience, timed effectively and using the appropriate vehicle all become a very fine and delicate balancing act. Staff basically wants to know what is happening and why, what it means to them in their jobs and for their future and they do want to feel supported by their managers through the entire process.

Lessons Learned about Communication through the Transition Process

· Must clearly define the problem statement at the beginning and still allow for flexibility.

· Have very visibly engaged sponsors – this is really important.  All staff and the transition team need to know that their leaders care about employee thoughts and feelings regarding the changing work environment.  And the transition team simply can’t function without strong sponsor support and clear communication.  

· The classic challenge for most teams is the development of a common purpose, clear roles of all involved including team sponsors and stakeholders and developing working relationships to support the goal of the team. 

· Accept the fact that the team has to grow and bond together over time.  There will be bumps along the way – have to acknowledge this and flow with it.

· The development of the project scope and work plan should happen early.

· Address team logistical issues early including communication mechanisms (telephone, e-mail, file directories, shared files on common drives).

· Communication plan and strategy should be done early in the team’s workplan. From that point forward communications should be systematically planned and executed with an emphasis on the audience’s needs. Staff wants information that is relevant to them and their working environment.
· Be cautious about information released - especially regarding activities that might not come to fruition.

· Build in feedback loops wherever possible and gather formal feedback in a timely way throughout the process. Plan for and strategically gather information. 

Gaylea Wong

Gaylea Wong is Associate Registrar, Enrolment Services at The University of British Columbia .  She has more than 20 years experience in higher education administration and has held leadership roles in various professional associations. Gaylea served as  PACRAO Vice President for Professional Development  from 2000 - 2002
.  Contact: gaylea@students.ubc.ca
