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Due to widespread downsizing and an aging workforce, succession planning is
rapidly becoming a key strategic planning tool for human resource management
and for improving government performance and accountability. The purpose of this
paper is to offer ideas on the connection between employee assessments and
succession planning. After describing links between employee assessment and
succession planning, the paper presents results from a survey designed to
measure employee attitudes toward career development and perceptions of
succession planning at the Nevada Operations Office of the Department of Energy.
The paper analyzes how employee assessment procedures can take into account
career development, training needs, retirement plans, workforce diversity,
succession planning and mentoring programs. Last, the significance of employee
assessment procedures for facilitating succession planning management
decisions that comply with organizational objectives as well as strategic workforce
plans is discussed.

uccession planning is an ongoing process of systematically identifying, assess-

ing and developing organizational leadership to enhance performance.' Due

to widespread downsizing and an aging workforce, succession planning is rap-
idly becoming a key strategic planning tool for human resource management and for
improving government performance and accountability.” The use of succession plan-
ning is not limited to the public sector; developing leadership talent in a world of con-
tinuous organizational change is clearly an important goal for businesses and
non-profits.’

As a result of its research on leadership development, the National Academy of
Public Administration (NAPA) notes that integrating succession management into an
organization's strategic plan is a logical step to be taken under the Government
Performance and Results Act (GPRA) of 1993." NAPA also states that a key factor in suc-
cessful leadership succession is making it part of a range of human resource processes
— for instance, performance evaluation and recruitment. The Government
Accounting Office (GAQO), in emphasizing the importance of leadership in a teamwork
environment, also acknowledges the challenges of succession planning.’

One of the key components of succession planning management is assessment
— of both the organization and its employees. For the most part, employee assess-
ments have only been emphasized as part of organizational needs analyses.” Van Wart

believes that employee assessments that focus on employee values and opinions are
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an important information source for helping organizations to make significant adjust-
ments. As he points out, employees are key actors in determining training, self-
improvement and career development needs as they affect succession planning. Thus,
a primary function of a personnel office should be to provide employee assessments
that also serve as sources of data for future workforce projections.

The purpose of this paper is to offer ideas on the connection between employee
assessments and succession planning. In this paper, the results from a survey designed
to measure employee attitudes toward career development and perceptions of succes-
sion planning at the Nevada Operations Office of the Department of Energy (hereafter
DOE/NV) are presented. After describing links between employee assessment and suc-
cession planning, the paper looks at how the DOE/NV is establishing employee assess-
ment procedures that take into account career development, training needs,
retirement plans, workforce diversity, succession planning and mentoring programs.
Last, the paper discusses the significance of employee assessment procedures for facil-
itating succession planning management decisions that comply with organizational
objectives as well as strategic workforce plans.

Succession Planning, Employee Assessments and
Career Development

In a recent study, the International Personnel Management Association (IPMA, now
the International Public Management Association for Human Resources, or IPMA-HR)
reported that many public sector organizations are struggling with employee age gaps
resulting from downsizing decisions and hiring freezes; the most noticeable gaps are
in the ranks of middle management.” Many of these organizations are discovering that
their employee populations consist of large numbers of workers with less than 15
years' experience and large numbers who are scheduled to retire within 15 years.”

Succession planning is now considered an important component of an organiza-
tion's human resource and strategic planning processes, since it can ensure leadership
continuity, prevent transition problems, and reduce incidents of premature promo-
tion.” In response to changing organizational and employee needs, succession plan-
ning can serve as an important means of systematically identifying the current or
potential availability of internal organization replacements for key positions." Once
job and personal requirements are assessed, succession planning can help create indi-
vidual plans that focus on leadership development."

Pope' suggests that the combined processes of career development and succes-
sion planning can give any organization — public or private — a snapshot of available
talent for meeting current and future needs. According to the IPMA," public agencies
may not always have the wherewithal to establish formal succession planning pro-
grams, but they can prevent themselves from falling into many of the pitfalls associ-
ated with such succession planning processes as in-house promotions, mentoring
programs, tuition reimbursement, “shadowing” opportunities, special assignments,
cross-training and access to special committees and task forces. The IPMA report
states that the key steps to successfully integrating succession planning and career
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development in public organizations are establishing core competencies, encouraging
self-determination, developing career planning, using technology for career develop-
ment, recommending a strong career development program, taking a comprehensive
and organization-wide view of career development, focusing on people, finding a
champion and promoting realistic expectations.

The main components of succession planning are identifying and analyzing key
positions, creating and assessing candidates and selecting people." Although most of
the literature on succession planning is focused on executive-level transitions,
Spencer and Spencer" believe that it can also be applied to key jobs at any level —
including those below the jobs that employees currently hold, since the current
trends of downsizing and organizational change sometimes makes it impossible to
sustain all workers in their present positions. Thus, succession planning is also being
used to determine lateral job movement (e.g., to different functions, project teams or
geographic locations) as well as executive replacements." Peterson'” believes that the
business world in general is beginning to understand the strategic advantages of suc-
cession management, but Schall” argues that public organizations have not paid suffi-
cient attention to strategic succession planning, even in terms of executive leadership.

One topic that most researchers and practitioners agree on is the importance of
employee assessments to succession planning in both the private and public sectors."
According to several published reports, four reasons for conducting employee assess-
ments with succession planning management in mind are a) determining the extent of
an organization’s pending leadership shortage; b) identifying needed leadership com-
petencies based on services or program needs, values and organizational strategies; ¢)
assessing employee strengths, skill gaps, developmental needs, and career plans; and
d) monitoring the implementation of succession programs with top management sup-
port.” For organizations interested in integrating career development and workforce
diversity into their succession planning programs, it is especially important to focus
on the following issues when performing employee assessments: training needs,
career development, interest in succession planning and mentoring programs, per-
ceptions of diversity management and retirement plans.”'

Several studies™ have all emphasized the integration of workforce diversity into
succession planning. In the private sector, Allstate and Motorola serve as examples of
companies that have used succession planning to ensure that diverse slates of qualified
candidates are identified and developed for all key positions.** All Allstate employees
receive assessments of their current job skills that include road maps for developing
the required competencies for advancement within the organization. Options that are
made available to employees include education, coaching and mentoring, classroom
training, and a variety of career experiences. Partly as a result of this program, 40 per-
cent of Allstate’s executives and managers are women and 21 percent are minorities.*
Starting in 1995, Motorola specifically targeted women of color; by 1999, 11 minority

women held positions as vice presidents — an increase of 10 since 1991.”
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Nevada Operations Office of the Department
of Energy

Since 1995, there has been a dramatic exodus of long-term DOE employees as a result
of downsizing, attrition, and voluntary early retirements.”” Due to the department’s
aging workforce, more than 25 percent of all employees and 70 percent of career
Senior Executive Service (SES) personnel will be eligible for retirement within the next
five years. In response to these significant turnover rates, the DOE has been emphasiz-
ing a combination of workforce changes and diversity management in its training,
employee development and succession planning processes in its strategic plans
since 1999.”

As part of its succession planning program, the DOE/NV* adopted the use of
long-range strategic planning to ensure that when vacancies came up that could
impact management, leadership or mission accomplishment, replacements would be
selected from pools of fully qualified applicants.” Key workforce concerns that were
identified include: a) a large number of senior employees leaving the organization; b)
a large number of GS15 positions filled by employees who are eligible to retire within
5 years; and ¢) no complex-wide training standards for team leaders or first-line super-
visors.” Thus, some of the first succession planning actions taken were to establish
training standards for employees who might someday fill team leader, first-line super-
visor and deputy assistant manager positions. The program was also aimed at
developing a talent pool of GS-14s and non-supervisory GS-15s for training in manage-
rial and supervisory competencies. All GS-14s and non-supervisory GS-15s are eligible
to participate; a training requirements database is established for every active
participant.”

The DOE/NV program guidelines describe the procedures and benefits of suc-
cession planning. When filling a GS-15 position, a qualified participant’s database is
sent to a “selecting official.” The database will contain information on GS14s and non-
supervisory GS-15s who participated in managerial and leadership training, and who
therefore received feedback on performance-related tasks. Thus, the selecting official
will be able to determine not only if someone has received training, but also how well
they are applying that training. The selecting official will therefore have access to
slates of candidates who are better-trained and qualified as managers and leaders.
According to the DOE/NV* employees at all levels are benefiting from the managerial
and leadership training opportunities given to their supervisors.

The DOE/NV has also started a mentoring program as a succession planning sup-
port system. Natural mentoring has long been recognized as an important element in
learning and career success in business and management.” According to Gibb,” more
formal mentoring programs are systematic approaches to bringing together senior
and experienced people with junior or inexperienced people for the purpose of devel-
oping learning partnerships. The DOE/NV" mentoring program is open to all employ-
ees interested in enhancing their careers and/or personal growth. It is considered a
mechanism whereby individuals can receive advice on how to develop specific skills
and knowledge in order to achieve their professional and/or personal goals. By estab-
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lishing a mentor program, the DOE/NV hopes to improve the job skills and abilities of
its employees and thus enhance their potential for taking on higher-level responsibili-

. - . . b
ties and for developing their career plans.

Survey Administration

Data was taken from DOE/NV employee assessment surveys completed in April 2000.
Questionnaires were distributed to all GS12 (38), GS13 (117), GS14 (56), GS15 (22),
and SES (7) employees at the DOE/NV.” Of the 240 distributed questionnaires, 186
were completed and returned by mail, for a response rate of 77.5 percent. The survey
included 18 employee assessment items related to career development, skill utiliza-
tion, participation in succession planning and mentoring programs, workforce diver-
sity, and retirement plans (see Appendix, page 544). Responses to 13 items were
measured on a five-point Likert-type scale, with 1 for “strongly agree” and 5 for
“strongly disagree.” Responses to the other five items were measured as yes or no. An
additional seven items were added for demographic data collection purposes

(i.e., type of position, retirement plan, gender, age, education, grade and race).

Results and Findings

Of the 186 respondents (110/59 percent male, 67/36 percent female), 80 held adminis-
trative positions and 98 held technical positions. A breakdown of age groups among
survey respondents was 2.3 percent 20-29 years old, 54.3 percent 30-49 years old, 36
percent 50-59 years old, and 7.4 percent 60 years of age and above; 43.4 percent of the
respondents were 50 years of age or older. The majority of respondents were either
GS13 (93) or GS14 (41) employees.

Skill Utilization and Career Development

On the items pertaining to how employees perceive their skill utilization and career
development at the DOE/NV, approximately 30 percent of the respondents indicated a
need for more training to perform their jobs effectively, while 50 percent believed that
they did not need additional training (Table 1). A majority (87 percent) felt that they
possessed the necessary skills for promotion, but just over half believed that their
knowledge, skills, and abilities were underutilized in their current job positions.
Nearly 60 percent of the respondents indicated some form of participation in self-
improvement efforts for purposes of career development. Slightly less that half (45
percent) of the respondents said that they noticed their managers’ support of career
development, and 43 percent believed that their previous promotions from one grade
to the next had been timely. Almost two-thirds (61 percent) of the respondents
believed that their managers’ assessments of their job performances and competen-

cies were fair.
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Table 1. Skill Utilization and Career Development

Strongly Strongly

Agree Agree  Neutral Disagree Disagree Total Mean*

Survey ltems N (%) N(%) N(%) N (%) N (%) (%) (s.d)

Training needs 17 39 38 69 23 186 3.22
(9.1%) (21) (20.4) (37.1) (12.4)  (100) (1.18)

Skill competence 77 85 15 5 3 185 1.76
for promotion (41.6) (45.9) (8.1) (2.7) (1.6) (100) (0.84)
Managerial support of 19 64 44 42 17 186 2.86
career development (10.2) (34.4) (23.7) (22.6) (9.1) (100) (1.15)
Timely promoted 21 60 22 47 36 186 3.09
(11.2) (322) (11.8) (25.2) (19.3)  (100) (1.34)

Fairness of performance 31 81 40 19 13 184 247
assessment (16.8) (44.0) (21.7) (10.3) (7.1) (100) (1.11)

Skills being underutilized 41 52 31 43 19 186 2mMm
(22.0) (28.0) (16.7) (23.1) (10.2) (100) (1.32)

Self development efforts 24 86 43 29 4 186 2.47
(12.9) (46.2) (23.1) (15.6) (2.2) (100) (0.98)

* Coding scales: (1) strongly agree; (2) agree; (3) neutral: (4) disagree: and (5) strongly disagree

Gender Differences

A t-test was performed in order to determine differences in career development efforts
between female and male employees. As shown in Table 2, statistically significant dif-
ferences were noted in two areas. In skill utilization, the results indicate that males per-
ceived greater underutilization of their skills compared to female employees (p < .05).
In the area of self-improvement efforts, female employees had stronger perceptions of
making self-improvement efforts compared to their male coworkers (p < .10).

Table 2. Gender Differences (T-test results)

Survey ltems Gender N Mean' SD
1. | believe my knowledge, skills and Female 67 297 1.24
abilities are underutilized in my current Male 110 2.56 1.35
position. Mean difference 0.41**

2. | have made maximum use of job & Female 67 231 0.86
educational opportunitiesby consistently Male 110 2.61 1.05

engaging in extensive professional

reading and participating in professional

organizations, conferences

and workshops. Mean difference 0.30*

' Coding scales: (1) strongly agree; (2) agree; (3) neulral; (4) disagree; and (5) strongly disagree
“p""* Ios.p‘: 10
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Succession Planning and Mentoring Program Participation
The gathered data show that 50 employees were participating in the DOE/NV succes-
sion planning program at the time the surveys were completed. The number includes
19 women and 31 men at the GS13, GS14, GS15, and SES levels (Figure 1). According
to these figures, 94.4 percent of all GS14-, GS15-, and SES-level women and 64 percent
of all GS14-, GS15- and SES-level men working at the DOE/NV were participating in
the program. The numbers also include seven non-Caucasian employees. According to
the data presented in Figure 2, 59 of the surveyed DOE/NV employees were partici-
pating in the mentoring program — 43 percent of the female respondents and only 27
percent of the male respondents. An additional 62 emplovees (34 percent) indicated a
desire to take part in the mentoring program.

Figure 1: Participants in Succession Planning by Gender and Grade
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Employee Perceptions on Succession Planning, Supervisory
Relationships and Workforce Diversity

Just over three-quarters (76.3 percent) of the respondents believed that the DOE/NV
should include GS12 and GS13 employees in the succession planning program; 9.2 per-
cent disagreed with this idea, and 14.5 percent were neutral. This indicates an employee
perception that succession planning is an appropriate personnel management tool for
general career development decisions as well as for executive positions. Just under two-
thirds (61 percent) of the survey respondents answered “strongly disagree” or “disagree”
to the statement, “I believe the majority of G514 and higher promotions at DOE/NV have
been based on good assessments of an individual’s leadership, planning and decision-
making abilities;” only 21 percent of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the
statement (Table 3). A comprehensive succession planning program could help in the
design and implementation of development training for potential promotion candidates.
As the data in Table 3 show, only 31.7 percent of the respondents answered
“strongly agree” or “agree” to the statement, “I believe the mentoring, sponsorship
and coaching provided by supervisors to their employees, to enhance their employ-
ees’ careers, is equally available to all;” 42 percent of the respondents disagreed and
strongly disagreed with that statement. Furthermore, the majority of respondents
(67.1 percent) agreed with the idea that “the DOE/NV advocates a diverse leadership
workforce,” while only 18.4 percent disagreed or strongly disagreed with the state-
ment. Only 27 percent of the respondents believed that the mentoring program gave
employees opportunities for effective short-term exchanges across functional areas.

Table 3. Perceptions on Succession Planning, Supervisory
Relationships and Workforce Diversity

Strongly Strongly
Agree Agree  Neutral Disagree Disagree Total Mean*
Survey Items N (%) N(%) N(%) N (%) N (%) (%) (s.d.)
1. Competence-based 12 29 32 56 57 186 3.63

promotion of GS-14 and (6.5) (15.6) (17.2) (30.1) (30.6) (100) (1.25)
higher positions

2. Inclusion of GS-12 and 61 81 27 12 5 186 2.03
GS-13 in the succession (32.8) (43.5) (14.5) (6.5) (2.7) (100) (0.99)
planning program

3. The impact of mentoring 8 42 88 30 17 185 3.03
program on effective (4.3) (22.7) (47.6) (16.2) (9.2) (100) (0.97)

employees across
functional areas

4. Supervisors' support of 14 45 49 45 33 186 3.20
career development (7.5) (24.2) (26.3) (24.2) (17.7) (100) (1.20)
5. Workforce diversity in 31 93 27 21 13 185 242
leadership (16.8) (50.3) (14.6) (11.4) (7.0) (100) (1.11)

* Coding scales: (1) strongly agree; (2) agree; (3) neutral; (4) disagree; and (5) strongly disagree
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A t-test was performed to determine if any statistically significant differences
existed between assessments reported by employees who were and who were not
participating in the DOE/NV succession planning program. According to the results
presented in Table 4, significant differences were found for six items. Participating
employees reported much more positive perceptions in the areas of managerial sup-
port of career development (p < .001), timely promotion (p < .001) and supervisor’s
support of career development (p < .001). The test results also indicate that non-par-
ticipants had stronger perceptions than participants of their skills being underutilized
(p < .05) and unfair performance assessment (p < .05). Finally, non-participants in the
succession planning program showed greater support than participants for the broad
scope of succession planning that included GS12 and GS13 employees P <.05).

Table 4. Succession Planning Program Participants (T-test results)

Item Succession Planning program N Mean’ SD

Managerial support of Participants 53 2.30 0.88

career development Non-participants 131 3.08 1.18
Mean difference 0.78***

Timely promotion Participants 53 253 y i
Non-participants 131 332 1.35
Mean difference 0. 795>

Fairness of performance Participants 53 2.04 0.90

assessment Non-participants 129 2.64 1.14
Mean difference 0.60***

Skills being underutilized Participants 53 3:16 1.26
Non-participants 131 253 1.30
Mean difference 0.62***

Supervisor's support of Participants 53 2.53 0.95

career development Non-participants 131 3.46 1.20
Mean difference 0.93***

Broad scope of Participants 53 243 1.06

succession planning Non-participants 131 1.85 0.91
Mean difference 0.58***

' Coding scales: (1) strongly agree; (2) agree; (3) neutral; (4) disagree; and (5) strongly disagree
e <001, *"p<01,*"p<.05

Retirement Plans

As shown in Table 5, the collected data indicate that 51 DOE/NV employees were
planning to retire within the following two-to-five years. Of the 16 male employees
who reported their intention to retire within two years, nine held GS14 (5), GS15 (3),
and SES (1) positions. Only two female employees reported their plans to retire
within four years, but 10 female employees were planning to retire within five. The
results show that within the next five years, 16 GS14 employees, six GS15 employees
and two SES employees were planning to retire.
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Table 5. Retirement Plans by Gender and Grades (Numbers)

Gender
Retirement Plans Male Female GS12 GS13 GS14 GS15 SES Total
Next 2 years 16 0 2 5 5 3 1 16
Next 3 years 8 0 0 5 1 1 1 8
Next 4 years 5 2 0 2 4 1 0 7
Next 5 years 10 10 4 ] 6 1 0 20
Total 39 12 6 21 16 6 2 51

Implications and Discussion

The study results show some support among the surveyed DOE/NV employees for the
idea that succession planning can provide them with effective opportunities for career
and leadership development in an environment currently marked by an aging work-
force and pressure to downsize. The data show that DOE/NV employees believe that
succession planning should open doors for GS12 and GS13 employees to earn posi-
tions at the GS14 level and higher. The results also show that the employees perceive
a need for leadership assessments for such promotions. This implies a need for
DOE/NV management to establish a strong link between succession planning and
leadership/career development via clearly defined guidelines and models for leader-
ship assessment and training in leadership competencies. Practices should emphasize
employee self-improvement by promoting cross-functional and cross-sector job
assignments, executive coaching and mentc ::'ing.“‘

The results also indicate that succession planning management at DOE/NV is
closely tied to the organizational objective of increasing the participation of individu-
als with diverse backgrounds (i.e., minorities and women) in management-level posi-
tions. For instance, the data show that 58 percent of the surveyed DOE/NV succession
planning participants are female. Beeson™ suggests that organizations use their suc-
cession planning reviews not only as a means of analyzing female and minority partici-
pation in their leadership pipelines but also as a vehicle for enhancing the visibility of
diverse employee populations. Several researchers™ have reported close links among
staff diversity, rewards, recognition systems and succession planning.

The survey results show that the DOE/NV employees perceive a greater need for
supervisory and managerial support for the purposes of career development and self-
improvement. This finding implies a need for executive leaders and managers to be
more aware of the importance of supervisory relationships, and to reaffirm their com-
mitment to an organizational culture that encourages employee career development
rather than grooming particular employees for specific supervisory or managerial
positions. Also suggested is the need for DOE/NV to pay more attention to mentoring
and similar support activities to achieve succession planning goals. For example,
DOE/NV management might consider creating a recognition reward system for
acknowledging productive mentoring relationships between employees and supervi-
sors, making sure to spread its recognition throughout the organization.
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Next, the results indicate that employee needs assessments must be conducted
in order to evaluate how employees' knowledge, skills and abilities are being utilized
in the performance of their individual duties. This task could be completed via individ-
ual interviews and surveys being conducted and collected by upper management, line
managers and human resources departments. The gathered information would serve
as an important resource for restructuring work units and creating individual develop-
ment plans.

Finally, the study results show that employee assessments of retirement plans
can provide significant information in terms of workforce changes that require succes-
sion planning. Periodic employee demographic surveys could include questions on
retirement and career plans, which would help in the preparation of leadership train-
ing components to fill expected vacancies. Such training would take advantage of
other databases with information on skill and leadership assessments, training infor-
mation and projected career paths for individual employees.

It should be mentioned that none of these suggestions can be easily imple-
mented unless government organization leaders make a commitment to changing
their personnel management approaches from traditional hierarchical structures and
decision-making patterns to a focus on workplace quality and the effective design and
use of human capital strategies to enhance performance and accountability.

Conclusion

The data analyzed for this study suggest several directions for future research in terms
of employee assessments, succession planning and strategic human resources man-
agement. Case studies of how various organizations have addressed succession plan-
ning, career development and workforce diversity challenges would provide support
for or evidence against the implications of this study, and would help in the identifica-
tion of additional succession planning-related strategic human resources management
issues to be studied.

The two most important limitations of this study were a) the lack of data on
employee skill gaps in terms of leadership competencies, and b) the lack of usable
data for evaluating the DOE/NV succession planning structure and implementation,
Both of these limitations should be considered when conducting new studies on suc-
cession planning process and outcome evaluation.
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Appendix: Survey Items (Employee Assessments)

Items were measured on a five-point Likert-type scale, with 1 for “strongly agree” and
5 for “strongly disagree™ unless otherwise noted.

1. I need more training to perform job effectively.

%)

. L am confident that I have the skills necessary to be promoted.

3. Management strives to provide me with varied job assignments and opportuni-

ties on special project teams.

4. Managers encourage me to participate in formal internal or external programs to
further expand leadership knowledge and skills.

5. My promotion from one grade to the next has been timely.
6. Managers' assessments of my job performance and competencies are fair.

7. 1 believe my knowledge, skills and abilities are underutilized in my current job

position.

8. I have made maximum use of job and educational opportunities by consistently
engaging in extensive professional reading and participating in professional
organizations, conferences and workshops.

9. 1 believe the majority of GS-14 and higher promotions at DOE/NV have been
based on good assessments of individual's leadership, planning and decision-
making abilities.

10. DOE/NV should include GS-12 and GS-13's in the succession planning program.

11. DOE/NV's mentoring program provides employees effective short-term
exchanges across functional areas.

12. 1 believe the mentoring, sponsorship and coaching provided by supervisors to

their employees, to enhance their employees' careers, is equally available to all.
13. DOE/NV advocates a diverse leadership workforce.
14. 1 participate in the mentoring program at DOE/NV. (Yes, No)
15. 1 would like to participate in the mentoring program at DOE/NV. (Yes, No)
16. 1 know what the succession planning program at DOE/NV is all about. (Yes, No)
17. I participate in the succession planning program at DOE/NV. (Yes, No)

18. I am expecting to get a promotion within the next few years. (Yes, No)
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