
INTRODUCTION

In the early Sixties and Seventies, Baby Boomers
(individuals born between 1946 and 1964) began to
enter the fields of social work and social services.
In three years, the first wave of those employees
will be eligible for Social Security. Baby Boomers
represent one the largest populations in history and
as the “Boomers” retire, many wonder whether the
next generation is prepared to lead businesses and
organizations. 

Within the last year, several managers and supervi-
sors have retired from Alameda County Social
Services Agency (ACSSA), some with as little as
two week’s notice. In order for organizations to have
leadership competent to meet the challenges of the
coming years, such as CalWIN, Child Welfare
Redesign, and the threat of privatization, time,
energy, and resources need to be devoted to succes-
sion planning and specifically to preparing tomor-
row’s leaders to successfully fill managerial roles as
they are vacated. 

FINDINGS

The Human Services Agency of San Mateo County
established itself as a learning organization several
years ago and sought to develop and implement
programs that met the characteristics of a learning
organization (Appendix A), and was proactive in
assessing the competencies needed for service
delivery in San Mateo County.

The Leadership Development Program:
Pathways to Enrichment was created from the
many topics the Executive Team addressed regard-
ing succession planning. The goal of the Leadership
Development Program is to “offer a variety of oppor-
tunities for staff to enhance their professional devel-
opment and enrich their personal lives. Options
include succession planning, mentoring, career plan-
ning, educational opportunities and alternative
avenues for growth.”1

This goal is accomplished through the coordination
of educational and training programs that meet the
competencies identified by the Executive
Management Team of San Mateo County as essen-
tial to the successful delivery of services to both
internal and external customers. 

The Leadership Development Program is not a just
training program. Although there is a considerable
amount of curriculum and participants are expected
to attend regularly scheduled training courses, the
program incorporates a variety of strategies to
develop tomorrow’s leaders. These strategies
include:

• Mentoring
• Career Planning
• Alternative Career Development
• Educational Development
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All aspects of the program incorporate the agency’s
values and identify what behaviors are associated
with successful performance of these values. The
Leadership Development Program is supported by
Executive Management Team and holds a high pri-
ority in the agency. Managers are expected to work
with employees to incorporate what they learn into
their performance. Various components of the pro-
gram are evaluated periodically to make sure that
the program is viable and pertinent to the needs of
the organization. Costs are met by allocating a
portion of training and development funds to
this program.

RECOMMENDATIONS

A leadership and development program modeled
after the County of San Mateo Human Services
Agency’s Leadership Development Program:
Pathways to Enrichment can greatly benefit
Alameda County Social Services Agency. In fact,
the Training and Consulting Team (TACT) of
ACSSA already offers many of the services offered
by the Leadership Development Program of San
Mateo County. TACT currently offers classes from
University of California, Davis in Leadership
Development as well as soft skills and program spe-
cific training. Additionally, classes and workshops
are continually offered by the County Conference
Center. Coordinating these services into a formal
program and marketing it as a Leadership
Development Program is likely to produce success-
ful results. 

Programs of this nature require commitment of
time, resources and energy. Support and participa-

tion from all levels of management are critical. A
leadership development program of this magnitude
must be given priority in the agency and should be
treated as an essential part of the overall perfor-
mance of the organization and not as optional ser-
vices, which are often victims of cuts during
budgetary hardships. A formal leadership develop-
ment program can boost morale and reduce com-
plaints and grievances. When managers and
supervisors are aware of the agency’s expectations
and are equipped with the tools they need to per-
form, they tend to do a much better job than those
who are expected to “figure things out on their
own” or worse, “wing it.”

A strategic focus on succession planning and career
development within ACSSA and support from all
levels of management might afford ACSSA some
cost savings through: 

• Lower recruitment costs as staff promotes from
within;

• Higher productivity and increased efficiency;
• Avoidance of costly mistakes;
• Retention of seasoned staff as the work environ-

ment improves; and
• Better customer service and improved commu-

nity relations.

Because we already have many components in
place to initiate a comprehensive program, it is rec-
ommended that time, energy and resources be
devoted to formalizing a Leadership Development
Program immediately.
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INTRODUCTION

The average retirement age today is 57.1 This lends
credence to the lyrics of a song made popular by
balladeer Lou Rawls, in the early Eighties, “I don’t
want no gold watch for working fifty years from 9 to
5.” These lyrics reflect the diminishing desire of
individuals to work well into maturity, while never
really enjoying the fruits of their labor. Our popula-
tion is creating families much later than we did last
century, and families are smaller, thereby eliminat-
ing the need to work longer and creating the desire
to have more time to spend with the children while
they are young. Additionally, the rapid advance of
technology within the last five to ten years, particu-
larly in government services, challenge many peo-
ple who have ridden the merry-go-round of program
change after program change, prompting them to
hop off the ride before the next big change comes
around. 

These employees often take hundreds of years of
leadership skills, knowledge and expertise with
them because there is no mechanism or formal
development program within most organizations to
harness the valuable contributions that these indi-
viduals have made and use it to develop the new
leaders of tomorrow. The organization is then chal-
lenged to continue meet state and federal mandates
for services in the absence of these leaders, and is
constantly rebuilding and reeducating those who

“fall” into the managerial and supervisory roles
with little or no leadership skills. 

Sometimes, executive management feels that no one
internally is qualified to fill the leadership roles
and hires from the outside. These new employees
often lack the historical perspective of the organiza-
tion, and/or fail to understand the organization’s
culture and climate. These managers often have a
steeper learning curve which delays implementation
of important projects and policies, sometimes jeop-
ardizing funding as well as customer service and
community relations. Recruiting from the outside is
also expensive and sometimes cost prohibitive. 

Poor leadership impacts morale because the goals
and objectives of the organization are not apparent
and employees may “jump ship” because the ensu-
ing chaos leaves them uncertain about their own
future.

Any organization that hopes to be viable in the
future must devote time, energy, and resources to
succession planning in order to develop leaders
who are competent to meet the challenges of the
coming years, such as CalWIN, Child Welfare
Redesign, imaging, and the threat of privatization.
Prudent organizations must develop comprehensive
programs that recognize who the potential leaders of
tomorrow are and prepare them through a series of
development strategies to step into vacated posi-
tions as they become available. 

Today approximately 54% of the managers in
Alameda County Social Services Agency are eligi-
ble to retire. While other factors may prevent them
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from doing so (such as the minimum retirement rate
and lack of health coverage), we can realistically
expect that by September 2005 16% may do so, as
the income and health benefits will be sufficient to
meet their needs (Appendix A). Five years from
now, 68% will be eligible for retirement with 25%
likely to do so. Therefore, if Alameda County is to
maintain leadership excellence, it is critical that we
investigate succession planning and observe pro-
grams that address this issue. This case study looks
at a specific component of the Leadership
Development Program of San Mateo County Human
Services Agency, the Values in Practice Program –
a program designed specifically to accomplish this.

BACKGROUND

The Values in Practice Program is one of several
components of the Leadership Development
Program. The Values in Practice Program is a com-
prehensive training and development curriculum
offered through Human Resources and
Development. Supervisors, management analysts
and level-one managers are expected to attend the
program. The curriculum and training are designed
to enhance the skills, knowledge, and expertise of
supervisors and managers in the areas of planning,
organizing, leading, and monitoring (Appendix C).
The purpose of the Values in Practice (VIP)
Program is to provide supervisors and managers
with the tools and knowledge needed to become
proficient in the aforementioned areas as well as
handle day-to-day supervisory functions and critical
personnel issues that may arise. 

A steering committee was formed to determine the
essential functions of a supervisor and what training
would address those training needs. Working with a
consultant, using the agency’s values and compe-
tencies (which were determined prior to developing

this program, see Appendix B), the steering com-
mittee identified best practices and behaviors asso-
ciated with those values, and selected classes,
training and workshops to fulfill the need. The
steering committee made recommendations to the
Executive Team, and the Human Resources and
Development Services staff prepared for implemen-
tation of the program.

Attendance for these classifications was mandatory.
Other managers were encouraged to participate,
time permitting.

PROGRAM OVERVIEW

The VIP Program began with a kick off celebration.
The target audience, their supervisors, and other
interested parties attended an informational session
to find out about the program, the curriculum and
the expectations. The program was offered in three
sessions, called cohorts. The target audience was
given the opportunity to sign up for one of the
cohorts. Anyone who did not sign up for or attend
one of the first three cohorts (A, B, & C), was
assigned to a fourth cohort, D. 

Prior to the beginning of the sessions, participants
were instructed to work with their supervisors to do
a Competency Sort and complete an Individual
Development Plan. To complete the Competency
Sort, participants ranked the agency values from
strongest to weakest. Their supervisors also ranked
the agency values for the employee. After the
Competency Sort was done, the participant and
their supervisor compared their results and dis-
cussed their findings. From this exercise the pre-
pared an Individual Development Plan (IDP) to use
as guide to set goals for improving performance in
the areas identified.
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FEEDBACK FROM PARTICIPANTS

As part of my research I interviewed who partici-
pated from a variety of perspectives. I spoke with
two Directors, three Sponsors, the two Coordinators,
the Human Resources Manager, the Consultant and
seven VIP program participants. Some individuals
provided information from more than one perspec-
tive, i.e. Sponsors also attended all of the classes
even though they were not required to do so.

Each group answered several questions regarding
their role in the VIP program. Everyone agreed that
the program was much needed and was a very valu-
able experience. However, there were some aspects
of the program that could be improved upon. For
example, most of the individuals interviewed stated
that the IDPs would have been more valuable if
they had been incorporated into the curriculum or
referenced periodically during the sessions. Also,
some participants stated that they did not receive
feedback from the information submitted on the
IDP, thereby diminishing its value.

Many of those interviewed felt that the program
should not have been mandatory. However, inter-
views with Executive Management revealed that
they felt it was necessary to mandate the classes to
ensure that the targeted audience made the training
a priority. It also allowed everyone to receive the
same information and provided common ground
from which to build upon. At the time of this case
study attendance averaged 70% of the targeted
audience and only 8.5% of the participants had
completed all of their classes (Appendix C).
Another issue highlighted was the lack of flexibility
in the scheduling of the courses. By attending one
of the first two sessions, cohorts A and B had the
opportunity to attend any missed sessions.
Consequently, attendance and completion rates

were much higher in these two cohorts, as opposed
to cohorts C and D where the opportunity to make
up classes was extremely limited. Finally, experi-
enced managers and supervisors (those employed
by San Mateo County Human Services Agency more
than three years) felt that some classes were too
basic and felt that they would have benefited from
more advanced curriculum. 

During the course of the program, minor changes
were made. A formal evaluation was done mid-point
and at the end of the program. Focus groups were
interviewed in and the results were compiled by the
consultant.

COSTS

Coverage for the major costs of this program came
from an already established training budget and
through salaries and benefits. Expenses included
contracted training with outside vendors, materials
and incentives, food. Again coordination of services
within the Human Services Agency helped to estab-
lish a feasible budget.

IMPLICATIONS  FOR ALAMEDA COUNTY

Alameda County Social Services Agency has all of
the components of the Leadership Development
Program and offers many of the courses included in
the Values in Practice Program. Additionally, our
county staff development and training program,
human resources, and contracted vendors offer
courses that can supplement the curriculum as
needed. 

However, before we can develop a formal leader-
ship development program, we need to establish the
competencies and behaviors essential for supervi-
sors and managers in our agency, as well as “best
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practices” in performance. We also need to identify
and categorize the resources we currently have
available and develop career paths that include,
mentoring, on the job experience (i.e special pro-
jects and out of class assignments), as well as class-
room learning opportunities. Programs of this
nature will need the full support of all management
staff, and the agency will need to make sure that a
leadership development program and projects asso-
ciated with it are treated in high regard.

By devoting time, energy, and resources to develop-
ing a strategic plan for succession planning and
committing time and energy to successful imple-
mentation, we can replicate a similar program in
our county.

BARRIERS  TO IMPLEMENTATION

The biggest barrier to replicating a program like the
VIP Program at this time is competing priorities: 

• The agency is involved in sweeping changes
that require senior managers to participate on
multiple committees, serve on workgroups,
attend training and re-evaluate current business
practices. Most cannot add anything else to
their plates. 

• Staff shortages exist in some key classifications.
Available training resources will be needed to
train replacements, if hired.

• Staff is expected to attend all of the trainings
currently being offered as it relates to the work
they do and keep up with their assignments. 

• The staff development and training department’s
main focus is preparation for CalWIN and is
only available to train mandated courses and
supplemental courses that will enhance the
skills, knowledge and expertise needed to suc-
cessfully navigate CalWIN. 

• Budget constraints do not support hiring addi-
tional staff for support services.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Review the agency’s mission and objectives to
determine if they need to be redefined.

• Identify the competencies necessary to meet the
mission and objectives and determine what
behaviors successfully demonstrate those com-
petencies.

• Incorporate the competencies in all aspects of
agency business (training, hiring, promotions,
evaluations, etc.).

• Assess the agency’s current staff to determine
the timeline for succession planning and the
implementation of the plan.

• Select a Steering Committee to address strate-
gies for meeting the time line.

• Coordinate with existing efforts in the county
(i.e. County Conference Center County,
Management Association) and establish collabo-
ratives internally and externally (i.e. local col-
leges and universities).

• Evaluate existing programs (Vendor Training,
Mentoring Program, BASSC, Bay Area Training
Academy, etc.) and form a formal, cohesive,
organized Leadership Development Program for
the agency using the most valuable attributes of
these programs.
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CHARACTERISTICS OF A
LEARNING ORGANIZATION

CHARACTERISTIC DEFINITION
ASSOCIATED BEST

PRACTICES

POSITIVE

BYPRODUCTS

SELF MASTERY-

INDIVIDUAL

The ability to honestly and

openly see reality as it

exists; to clarify one's

personal vision

1.Positive reinforcement

from role models/

managers

2.Sharing experiences

3.More interaction time

between supervisory levels

4.Emphasis on feedback

5.Balance work/non-work

life

Greater commitment to the

organization and to work;

less rationalization of

negative events; ability to

face limitations and areas

for improvement; ability to

deal with change

MENTAL MODELS -

INDIVIDUAL

The ability to compare

reality or personal vision

with perceptions;

reconciling both into a

coherent understanding

1.Time for learning

2.Reflective openness

3.Habit of inquiry

4.Forgiveness of oneself

5.Flexibility/adaptability

Less use of defensive

routines in work; less

reflexivity that leads to

dysfunctional patterns of

behavior; less avoidance of

difficult situations

SHARED VISION -

GROUP

The ability of a group of

individuals to hold a shared

picture of a mutually

desirable future

1.Participative openness

2.Trust

3.Empathy towards others

4.Habit of dissemination

5.Emphasis on cooperation

6.A common language

Commitment over

compliance, faster change,

greater within group trust;

less time spent on aligning

interests; more effective

communication flows

TEAM LEARNING -

GROUP

The ability of a group of

individuals to suspend

personal assumptions about

each other and engage in

"dialogue" rather than

"discussion"

1.Participative openness

2.Consensus building

3.Top-down and bottom-

up communication flows;

4.Support over blame;

5.Creative thinking

Group self-awareness;

heightened collective

learning; learning "up and

down" the hierarchy; greater

cohesiveness; enhanced

creativity

SYSTEMS

THINKING -

GROUP

The ability to see

interrelationships rather

than linear cause-effect; the

ability to think in context

and appreciate the

consequences of actions on

other parts of the system

1.Practicing self mastery

2.Possessing consistent

mental models

3.Possessing a shared

vision

4.Emphasis on team

learning

Long-term improvement or

change; decreased

organizational conflict;

continuous learning among

group members;

Revolutionary over

evolutionary change

* Adapted from the work of Senge (1990), Argyris and Schon (1996), Argyris (1991), and Schon (1983).
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