The Power of AND

By Alice Clamp

Not all issues facing public power
utilities today lend themselves to an
easy or simple solution. They sel-
dom can be resolved using traditional
problem-solving approaches. Instead,
they require utility managers to take a
step back and see the bigger picture.

Indianola Municipal Utilities in
lowa has been grappling with how
to empower individual staff mem-
bers in a centralized decision-making
structure.

“As a small utility, team members
have a large influence on positive
outcomes because of the breadth of
their jobs,” said Todd Kielkopf, the
utility’s general manager. “Likewise,
we rely on each other to avoid nega-
tive project outcomes and relation-
ships because they impact many team
members.” Both empowerment and
centralized decision-making have a
time and place within the organiza-
tion, he said. “The two approaches
must coexist.” But how?

Kielkopf learned the answer to
that question after taking part in APPA’s Pub-
lic Power Manager Certificate Program. The
program, which was launched in 2009, re-
quires participants to complete three cours-
es. The courses, held at least twice a year, run

Both empowerment and centralized
decision-making have a time and place
within the organization, Indianola Gen-

eral Manager Todd Kielkopf said.
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“Some issues are chronic and ongoing, with inter-
dependent solutions that need to be addressed
simultaneously,” said Margaret Seidler, an organiza-
tion development consultant and master trainer.

for five days and comprise an introduction
to power operations, a session on financial
planning, budgeting and performance, and a
three-day session on strategic management.
The strategic management course, taught by

Margaret Seidler, cultivates the skills
that public power utility manag-
ers and supervisors need to manage
complex issues.

“Some issues are chronic and on-
going, with interdependent solutions
that need to be addressed simultane-
ously,” said Seidler, an organization
development consultant and master
trainer. These issues—or polarities—
cannot be easily resolved. Instead,
they must be managed. That’s where
the and comes in.

Recognizing a polarity—"“It’s
easy to have an ‘either/or’ mentality
when it comes to looking at issues,
solving problems or creating oppor-
tunities,” said Susan Wisecup, busi-
ness manager for Longmont Power
& Communications in Longmont,
Colo., who attended the certificate
program session earlier this year. And,
she added, there are issues that have
a definite factual yes/no answer or are
very short term.

“But it’s essential to have ‘and’ as
your default,” said Wisecup. “You're able to
address many more interests when you think
along the lines of ‘we could do this and this
and this.””

Another certificate program participant,
Sandy Richter, said she has learned to rec-
ognize as polarities those issues where both
choices have positive potential. “That’s when
[ ask: can we have it both ways?,” said Rich-
ter, manager of public communications at
Middleboro Gas and Electric Department in
Massachusetts.

Like the issues for which it is used, po-
larity management is neither quick nor easy.
Speaking of Indianola Municipal Utilities’
approach to the individual work/teamwork
issue, Kielkopf said, “It takes effort to find a
quiet time to take stock of both what is being
done by a team or organization and how it’s
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being done.” Kielkopf said he’s been focus-
ing on polarities that affect how projects and
people are managed, “since both are critical
given our utility’s strategic plan over the next
few years.”

Many polarities are common to public
power utilities across the country. Like Indi-
anola Municipal Utilities, the Board of Pub-
lic Works (BPW) in Lewes, Del., is seeking a
balance between individual work and team-
work, said Darrin Gordon, BPW’s assistant
general manager and a certificate program
participant. “Sometimes we don’t give indi-
viduals the credit they deserve or help them
recognize their personal worth,” he said. So
the Lewes utility makes certain that individ-
ual staff members have clear job descriptions
and receive meaningful evaluations while en-
suring the continuation of teamwork.

James Ging, assistant director for the
electric and water department of Winfield,
Kan., said the utility needs to find a balance
between being task driven and relationship-
driven. “We need to form a bond with our
employees, so they don’t think that all we
care about is the miles of poles set,” said
Ging, who also participated in the certificate
program course.

Course participants mentioned several
other polarities that they—and many other
municipal utilities—face:

Department of city and utility. A mu-

nicipal utility is independently responsible
for providing electricity to city customers,
said Longmont’s Wisecup. “And yet we are
a part of the city with respect to budgets and
policies and being part of the city team.”

Cost recovery and rate competitive-
ness. Long-term utility asset investment
plans must be balanced with short-term
public expectations on rates and service im-
provements, said Indianola Municipal Utili-
ties’ Kielkopf.

Fiscal responsibility and reliabil-
ity. “We need to be fiscally prudent while
providing continued improvements in elec-
tric system reliability,” said Robert Briggs,
senior substation designer for the city of Ana-
heim Public Utilities in California.

Fiscal responsibility and staff re-

I¢'s essential to have ‘and’ as

Longmont’s Susan Wisecup said.

wards. It’s a challenge to reward success in
the public environment during a time of fis-
cal austerity, said Indianola’s Kielkopf. “Find-
ing that balance will be key in the next two
to three years for high-performing staff, given
pay scales that must coexist with those of the
city government.”

Holding information and sharing
information. Because her focus is com-
munications, Middleboro’s Richter said that
deciding how much information to share and
how much “to keep close to the vest” is a
key polarity.

“For example, we were reviewing the po-
tential of a small wind farm, one with three to
six turbines, and trying to decide how much
to discuss publicly until we had done more
investigation,” said Richter. “We didn’t want

your default,
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The POWER of And

to surprise the public with a decision, and
yet there was a lot of negotiating and study
needed before any decision could be made.
We didn’t want people expressing concerns
if there was nothing to be concerned about.”
The utility didn’t provide details to the pub-
lic, and in the end, decided not to proceed
with the project.

Supporting customer needs and
Keeping rates low. As interest in renew-
ables grows, Middleboro Gas and Electric
is exploring the extent to which wind and
solar can be incorporated in a small system,
said Richter. “A lot of customers have asked
us about solar electric, so we’re developing
solar tariffs and a net metering policy. But
we must balance customers’ desire for re-
newables with the need to keep rates low,”
she said.

Identifying a polarity is the first step that
course participants took. Next, they learned
how to “map” that polarity by developing a
diagram listing actions required to achieve a
positive result. The map also includes early
warnings—measurable indicators of a lack
of progress. “Mapping gave us the ability to
‘see’ the polarity,” said BPW’ Gordon.

Longmont’s Wisecup soon had the
chance to apply her mapping skills. During
a discussion with her director about the util-
ity’s role as an electricity provider and its role
as a city department, Wisecup said it helped
“to put our thoughts on paper, to formal-

W: all have blind spots, the trick is to learn
how to raise your awareness, identify your

blind spots and convert them into strengths,”

said Anaheim’s Robert Briggs.

ize—or map—them.”

In the meantime, Wisecup has mapped a
polarity that she must address: quickly pro-
cessing customer calls during a power out-
age while providing good service. “We need
to move customers as fast as possible to free
up the lines for other calls, and we need to
provide the information needed while the
customer is on the line.”

It's a multi-faceted issue, involving the
utlity’s phone system, its automated out-
age management system, in-house and con-
tracted call-taking personnel and follow-up
customer surveys, said Wisecup. “Every
time I think of something to include, I make
a sticky note and put it on my polarity file.”
She has posted the finished map in her office
and shared it with her staff.

Polarity mapping is a thoughtful process
that cannot be rushed. Indianola’s Kielkopf

Getting Certified

to give it a shot.”

The American Public Power Association's Public Power Manager Certificate Program works.
Participants in the first two courses offered as part of the program said they received an e-
mail or brochure. Some, like Darrin Gordon, assistant general manager at the Board of Public
Works in Lewes, Del., saw a promotion on APPA's website. “We're working to train people,
and | realized that this program fit me to a T,” he said.

One participant learmned of the course in an unusual way. Last year, APPA held a pre-con-
ference seminar before its Customer Connections Conference, and Sandy Richter, manager
of public communications at Middleboro’s Gas and Electric Department in Massachusetts,
decided to attend. The subject— polarity management—was new to Richter. “When | leamed
that the Public Power Manager Certificate Program explored the subject in more depth, | had

The program requires participants to complete three courses. The courses, held at least
twice a year, run for five days and comprise an introduction to power operations, a session
on financial planning, budgeting and performance, and a three-day session on strategic man-
agement. The strategic management course, taught by Margaret Seidler, cultivates the skills
public power utility managers and supervisors need to manage complex issues.

Information on the certificate program is available at http:/Avww.appanet.org/education/
education.cfm?ltemNumber=25290&navitemNumber=25398.
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and his staff spent more than three months
mapping the individual work/teamwork po-
larity “as a team.” As the leader, Kielkopf pre-
sented the polarity within the context of the
utility. He then asked the team for input, and
summarized the results. At the next meet-
ing, Kielkopf asked the team to suggest ac-
tion steps and early warnings, which he then
summarized. Not every suggestion ended up
on the final map, but the team now has a
common platform that it can refer to.

“One of the outcomes of this effort has
been more one-on-one direct meetings to
provide specific feedback and dispel some
conflicts,” said Kielkopf. “No execution will
be perfect, but it helps that everyone knows
what we’re trying to accomplish.”

Middleboro’s Richter said she faces ei-
ther/or questions all the time in her job.
“There is conflict everywhere I turn.” That’s
when she pulls out her polarity map on com-
munications. “It gives me a clear picture of
the positives that I need to go for. Polarity
mapping is a great tool.”

And like any other tool, it must be used
and kept sharp, said Anaheim’s Briggs.

Practice is essential for developing and
honing the skills taught by Seidler, said Mid-
dleboro’s Richter. “If I don’t practice a skill,
I won't be able to remember how to do it.”
And demonstrating a skill can motivate oth-
ers, she said. “Show, don’t tell.”

Polarity mapping isn’t just for municipal
utilities. Longmont’s Wisecup is sharing the
mapping tool with the city’s human resourc-
es group. “They may look at its potential ap-
plication for other city departments.”

Seidler begins each polarity management
course by focusing on self-awareness. “It’s
my belief that the more completely people
know themselves, the better they can man-
age an organization,” she said. Participants
assess their strengths and their values and
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then move to training in communication and
conflict resolution skills.

Winfield’s Ging views polarity manage-
ment as a personal development tool, while
Lewes” Gordon uses it to examine both him-
self and his organization. Both took away a
key lesson from the course. For Ging, it was
the need to identify and question his “blind
spots.” For Gordon, it was an awareness of
the need to get the best from all the attri-
butes that people bring to the table, positive
and negative.

Anaheim’s Briggs said that learning to
recognize blind spots was a valuable les-
son. “We all have blind spots, the trick is
to learn how to raise your awareness, iden-
tify your blind spots and convert them into
strengths,” he said. “It’s an ability that
would have come in handy before I took the
course.”

“One’s self-perceived strengths can be-
come one’s greatest weakness when it is
time to lead a diverse team or organization,”
said Indianola’s Kielkopf. “It’s important for
the leader to be aware of progress toward,
and regression from, team members’ inter-
personal goals to keep everyone engaged in

Participants Give Program An A+

For James Ging, APPA's Public Power Manager Certificate Program came at just the right
time in his career. “'m an electrical engineer,” said the assistant director of the Electric and
Water Department in Winfield, Kan. “So | needed good training on the management side.”

Ging gives the program high marks. “l had a pretty good handle on power supply, but
liked hearing different ideas on budget preparation and rate design,” he said. And the course
on strategic management, taught by Margaret Seidler, an organization development consul-
tant and master trainer “was the best of all,” said Ging.

Other program participants offered similar comments. “The program focused on some of
the bigger picture issues that | face as a manager,” said Susan Wisecup, business manager
of Longmont Power & Communications in Colorado. “l was looking for ways to improve how
| work with those on the teams | supervise, my peers, and those in positions above me. The
three-day strategic management course went much deeper than | expected —good stuffl”

Todd Kielkopf especially liked the fact that the strategic management course was set in
the context of the electric utility industry. “That makes it relevant,” said the general manager of
Indianola Municipal Utilities in lowa. “You can relate back to real-life examples.”

Sandy Richter, manager of public communications at the Middleboro Gas and Electric
Department in Massachusetts, appreciated the total immersion aspect of the strategic man-
agement course. “We had three days to try on a new skill, to make it custom fit,” she said.
Another highlight: practicing skills with other participants and talking about issues faced by
managers. “We ended up with partners from other parts of the country who didn’t share your
self-interest. It was a great group, and we gelled.”

APPA's certificate program is dynamic, said Longmont's Wisecup. “It keeps you focused,
includes meaningful practice on real work situations, and provides you with a great group of
peers who will be resources and support as you move forward.”

The public power industry needs managers who know how to evolve, said Middleboro’s
Richter. “This program can light a fire under people who thought that management is too
tough.”

Public Power Leadership Workshop

Nov. 3-5, 2010 m Hilton Portland & Executive Tower m Portland, Oregon

Who Should Attend
m General managers and CEOs

m Planning Tools to Set Organizational Direction
Bryan Singletary, long-time APFA trainer

(particularly those new to their jobs)

m Senior managers and those on track
for executive leadership positions

What You’ll Learn

This workshop focuses on the changes and challenges
facing public power today; and the skills, knowledge
and techniques leaders need to guide their organiza-
tions and governing bodies through the evolutionary
years ahead.

Topics and Speakers
m Leadership in a Time of Change
Lonnie Carter, CEO, Santee Cooper

m Our Industry’s Outlook for the Next Five Years
Marc Gerken, CEO,
American Municipal Power, Inc.

and consultant

m Obtaining Buy-in from the Board
and Staff and Steps for Effective
Implementation and Monitoring
Bill Gaines, CEO, Tacoma Power and
CIiff Lewis, Partner, Traversa Consulting

m Developing Your Most Effective Leadership Style
Gordon Maner, \/inson Institute of Government,
University of Georgia

For more information, visit www.APPAnet.org
and click on Events.
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Vve mapped issues with a few people

and it’s opened their eyes, said Middle-

boro’s Sandy Richter.

the common effort.”

For Middleboro’s Richter, the “aha” mo-
ment was a different way of looking at utility
resistance to new programs or products. She
now sees that resistance as a resource. “It is
an energy that can help you move forward,
get past the roadblocks,” she said. “I real-
ized that there is room for everyone to be
right. That’s how you grow.”

No more business as usual—The pub-
lic power managers and supervisors who
have attended one of the certificate program
courses say it has changed the way they
think and work.

“I'm able to slow down,” said Lewes’

Gordon; “I don’t jump to conclusions too
quickly. And 1 look for a different way of ap-
proaching issues.” Winfield’s Ging said he
spends more time thinking about decisions
and he questions his staff more productively.

Longmont’s Wisecup reminds herself
that everyone approaches things from a dif-
ferent perspective, and there is a way to mar-
ry those perspectives. Similarly, Anaheim’s
Briggs looks for what he calls the ‘yin and
yang,’ recognizing the interconnection of
contrary forces. “Complex issues have inter-
dependent polarities that, when identified
and managed well, lead to organizational
success,” Briggs said.

Fall Education Institute

Nov. 1-5, 2010

Hilton Portland & Executive Tower m Portland, Oregon

Featuring 14 in-depth training courses

on the following topics:

“I now hold myself more accountable
for understanding the complexity of any
given challenge—in terms of the people,
relationships and organizational structure
involved—before trying to overcome that
challenge,” said Indianola’s Kielkopf.

Middleboro’s Richter found Seidler’s ses-
sion very inspiring. “And half the battle is be-
ing inspired.” Upon returning to her office,
Richter found she needed to use one of the
skills she had been taught—collaborative
conversation. “Instead of seeing a conflict,
you make the conversation work for both
of you.” Now a believer in polarity manage-
ment, Richter plans to do some proselytiz-
ing. “I've mapped issues with a few people,
and it’s opened their eyes,” she said.

Indianola Municipal Utilities issues a
quarterly assessment of each functional area,
such as generation, distribution, programs
and finance, said Kielkopf. “I hope to iden-
tify three or four polarities whose manage-
ment might improve our performance in the
coming quarter,” he said.

When asked where she goes from here,
Longmont’s Wisecup had a simple answer:
just keep doing it. H

Save $100 when
You attend Mmore
than one coyrse

or attend with
a colleagye!

m Accounting

m Cost of Service & Rate Design

m Public Power Manager Certificate Program
m For managers and senior supervisors

m Three courses covering power supply operations,
financial planning and budgeting, and how to
identify your management style and develop
your communication and strategy skills

m Energy Efficiency Management
Certificate Program

m Comprised of six courses

m Curriculum addresses all aspects of energy
efficiency program development, implementation,
budgeting, marketing and management

For more information, visit www.APPAnet.org
and click on Events.
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