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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

As of April 2018, 36% of Santa Clara County Social
Services Agency staff are eligible for retirement. Fill-
ing these upcoming vacancies requires a proactive
approach. Sonoma County Human Services Depart-
ment faced a similar reality in 2008, leading them to
implement a Mentor Project in 2013 and an Emerg-
ing Leader Track program in 2014. The implemen-

tation of these professional development programs

has had positive results for Sonoma County in terms
of internal promotions and employee morale. Santa
Clara County Social Services Agency can build
upon current professional development efforts to
tailor similar programs in preparation for filling the
impending vacancies by developing the leadership

competencies of its staff.

Diane delos Santos, Social Work Coordinator I,
Santa Clara County Social Services Agency
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Introduction

What happens to a social services agency when 36%
of the staff is eligible for retirement? That is the cur-
rent reality for Santa Clara County Social Services
Agency. Sonoma County Human Services Depart-
ment has a couple ways of preparing for this scenario
that benefit staff and the community. Through lead-
ership development programs, staff are prepared for
upcoming challenges, personal growth and their

future career development.

Sonoma County’s Approach to
Leadership Development

In 2008, Sonoma County Human Services Depart-
ment discovered that they had a large number of
higher level management staff at retirement age and
as an organization, they were not prepared to fill
the potential loss of the vast leadership that could
retire. Sonoma County Human Services Depart-
ment developed two programs that not only provide
staff training for their current jobs, but prepare them
to rise to the challenges and the uncertainties of
tomorrow. In doing so, the Sonoma County Human
Services Department was able to plan for the future
and move their talented and committed staff into
higher level leadership roles, as other staff transition
into retirement.

To address the need to sustain strong leader-
ship and programs, Sonoma County developed
the Mentor Project and an Emerging Leader Track
(ELT) program. These two programs provide lead-
ership development for the staft of Sonoma County
Human Services Department. These opportuni-
ties are open to staff from all four divisions within

their Human Services Department, including Adult

and Aging, Economic Assistance, Employment and
Training, and Family, Youth and Children Services
and Administration.

The Mentor Project began in 2013 and is a three-
month program in which staff can participate either
as a mentor or mentee. The mentors provide three to
four hours of time to their mentee(s) each month.
Although the mentors are typically at the super-
visor level or above, anyone in a leadership role can
apply to be a mentor. Likewise, anyone who would
like to be a mentee can apply. It is even possible for
a staff person to mentor someone and be mentored
by someone else simultaneously. Staff are able to
take advantage of the program more than one time
in order to learn, explore, and build their competen-
cies. The Mentor Project allows staff to learn about
other divisions in the department, introducing them
to more opportunities in their agency and new ways
in which to support their local community.

The Emerging Leader Track (ELT) program is
based upon research by Jim Collins (2001) entitled
“Level 5 Leadership: The Triumph of Humility and
Fierce Resolve,” which was published in the Janu-
ary 2001 Issue of the Harvard Business Journal. Mr.
Collins spent five years studying 1,435 companies to
learn what makes successful leaders. Sonoma County
used the research findings to develop the competen-
cies in their staff to become successful leaders. The
ELT program began in 2014 as a four-year program.
However due to budget cuts, the program is being
reduced to a two-year program.

The ELT program includes three distinct com-
ponents: training, mentoring and a project. While
participating in the ELT program, participants meet
for one to two days a month at a location different
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from their regular day-to-day work. This allows for
focus on the trainings. The ELT program is able to
support 25 people in each cohort in the Human Ser-
vices Department. The cohort has five people from
each division. Prior to the end of the ELT program,
cach participant participates in the Mentor Project
as well. As with many leadership programs, there is
a project component. Before the participant finishes
the program, they complete a project supporting the
strategic goals of Sonoma County. In this manner
they obtain hands-on experience with their county
improvements and systemic changes. The projects
have the potential to be adopted by the Department
and put into practice. Participants in the ELT pro-
gram complete the Strength Finder 2.0 assessment
from Gallup and Tam Roth to further support
their experience. As they are introduced to different
divisions through the program, they are able to see
where and how they may fit into other areas within
the department.

For the first three years of the ELT program
there was a budget that included funding for two
contracted trainers at $5,000 each, and an additional
$10,000 to support additional trainers, assessments,
supplies, and graduation gifts. As previously stated,
the money to support the program was greatly
reduced in 2017 to only $2,500, due to budget con-
straints. Although there has been a reduction in the
ELT budget, the support for the staff to participate
in the program remains. While there is only a small
staff in place to support the program, leadership is in
support of the staff needed and the time away from
day-to-day tasks to participate.

Success
hidden

strengths to an agency by increasing morale and

Staft  development programs provide
retention. According to an article in Governing The
States and Localities (February 2017) entitled “Gov-
ernments are Upping the Professional Development
Game,” government entities are using professional
development to engage their employees by using
tuition assistance and professional development tar-

geted to individual needs, which can increase the

number of internal promotions. The article refers
to a study conducted by the Institute for Public Sec-
tor Employee Engagement that determined “profes-
sional development is one of the top three factors
that keep employees engaged and thus reduce their
likelihood of leaving. (The other two are an employ-
ee’s own work and the ability of leaders to manage
change.)” Human service departments and social
service agencies often struggle with staff morale and
retention. Many of the jobs in a social service agency
are very stressful and there is the potential of expo-
sure to chronic trauma which can negatively affect
staff. When an agency invests in the staff, the staff
feels supported and satisfaction can increase.

Evaluation of Training

Sonoma County evaluates their training using pre-
and post-surveys for their Mentor Project and pre-,
mid- and post-surveys for the ELT program. The sur-
veys are used to provide feedback on the effects of the
programs on staff and also to make improvements.
Opverall the Mentor Project and ELT pre-, mid- and
post-survey results consistently show an increased
staff satisfaction and feelings of being ready to work
in a leadership role for Sonoma County Human
Services Department. Staff who participate in the
programs in Sonoma County tend to stay in their
current positions and/or promote within the county.
Additionally survey results show that a high major-
ity of staff would recommend Sonoma County as a
place of employment.

The Sonoma County Human Services Depart-
ment staff are well-informed about the Mentor
Project and ELT Programs through email commu-
nication and on-going conversations. The staff know
the programs as opportunities, and they can apply
any time the applications are being accepted. Due to
the limited space in the ELT program, staff may have

to apply more than one time before being accepted.

Santa Clara County
Santa Clara County Social Services Agency (SSA)

has over 2,600 employees throughout four dif-
ferent departments (Aging and Adult Services,
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Employment and Benefits Services, Family and
Children Services, and Agency Office). According to
Santa Clara County SSA Human Resources Depart-
ment, over 36% of SSA staff is eligible for retirement
in Santa Clara County as of April 2018. Approxi-
mately 10% of staff who are from the supervisor level
or higher are at retirement age. At any moment, one
or hundreds of people can retire from Santa Clara
County Social Services Agency, leaving a significant
gap in leadership. Knowledge of these statistics can
inform the type of program needed to develop staff’s
leadership competencies and prepare them to step
into leadership roles at higher levels. This informa-
tion can also indicate where organized staff develop-
ment opportunities are needed.

After being hired in Santa Clara County, new
eligibility workers attend six months of training
and new social workers attend 13 weeks of Induc-
tion Training. After taking the time to hire and
train employees, retaining them is critical. Before
these workers even start their day-to-day job func-
tions, the county has already invested a great deal of
time, money and resources. If adopting the Mentor
and ELT programs in Santa Clara County helps to
retain employees because they feel valued, are being
developed professionally, and are being introduced
to new opportunities, then the investment will be

well made.

Recommendations

Due to the minimal cost and time needed for the
Mentor Program, it is something that can be imple-
mented in Santa Clara County. While with any new
program the preparation can be the biggest cost,
Sonoma County is willing to share any of their tools,
planning and lessons learned to support Santa Clara
County with implementation. Recommendations
for the planning and implementation of a Mentor
Program include:
*» The Mentor Project can be built upon a previous
mentor program which had been established in
Santa Clara County, and was supported through

a position in Staff Development.

» Santa Clara County’s Unit Based Team (UBT)
process can be utilized to plan for the implemen-
tation of a Mentor Program. The UBT process
is a collaborative effort with staff from all levels,
the unions and executive leadership for systemic
change. The Mentor Program can start small and
build upon its successes to support the agency as
a whole. The early implementation for a Mentor
Program could start this year with UBT support
and executive sponsorship.

The implementation of the Mentor Project would
also support the agency’s efforts to become a coach-
ing organization.

The ELT program has many more layers and has
additional costs. The program removes staff from
their day-to-day job functions for one to two days a
month. As the majority of speakers and trainers for
the program tend to be internal personnel, they need
to spend time away from their day-to-day functions
for the training and development sessions. Addition-
ally, the speakers and trainers who are from out-
side of the county will need to be compensated for
their time.

The preparation and support for such a program
needs dedicated staff. Sonoma County staff sup-
port comes from their Staff Development Unit and
a Leadership Development Workgroup comprised
of staff from all levels. Together they prepare the
trainings. Although there is a higher cost of time
and money for the ELT program, there are savings as
well. Investing in the development of staff improves
retention, which can offset the costs of on-boarding
new staff.

One of the challenges when implementing a
new program is determining who will be in charge
of the development and sustainability. One question
to ask, “Is there a department that is already doing
something similar and build upon it?” In Santa
Clara County there is an organized and dedicated
Staft Development and Training Department that
is committed to supporting the SSA staff. Although
they offer many trainings and types of staft devel-
opment, there is nothing like the Mentor or ELT
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programs in Sonoma County. Recommendations
for increasing leadership development in Sonoma
County include:

* Build upon an already established program
to provide dedicated support for the specific
needs for leadership development in Santa Clara
County Social Services Agency. The Learning
and Employee Development (LED) Depart
ment, which supports all Santa Clara County
departments, has begun a Leadership Devel-
opment program for all county staff. The pro-
gram and courses are offered quarterly and are
available in the classroom and online. Anyone
employed by Santa Clara County can sign-up
for a course or follow a curriculum in order to
carn a certificate. Although the certificate pro-
gram offers flexibility to complete the certifi-
cate without a time limit, it does not offer the
organization, guidance, bonding or professional
networking of a cohort. The cohort approach
of the ELT program offers a level of cross learn-
ing from participants throughout the program.
LED can support the implementation of a lead-
ership development program specifically for
Santa Clara County Social Services Agency
through collaboration with Staff Development
and by providing training supports. Staff Devel-
opment would need dedicated staff to support
and sustain the program.

» Work with the Labor Unions to support staff.
Santa Clara County Social Services Agency has
very active labor organizations and should part-
ner with them to support this process. These
programs are intended to be assets for their
members. There are no immediate concerns that
the labor unions would withhold their support
for implementing these leadership development
programs. Although union members who par-
ticipate in the Mentor Project and ELT Program
would have a workload impact, their participa-
tion in the leadership programs is voluntary. The

County and the labor unions have been actively

working together to make progress in many
areas and this is another opportunity for that to

happen.

Santa Clara County provides many training and
development opportunities to staff. Using what is
currently available and the information provided in
this case study, the current efforts can be tailored to
support SSA with an organized professional devel-
opment program. Implementing a Mentor Program
and ELT Program will prepare the current dedi-
cated staff to build their leadership competencies,
obtain success in their professional growth and
continue to support their local community and
fulfill the impending need, as 36% of SSA staff is at

retirement age.
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