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Talk outline

• The high quality workplace
• Renewal pressures
• Building blocks
• Linking to strategic goals
• From ideas to actions
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#1 – The ‘high 
quality’ workplace
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What defines a high quality workplace?

Thinking about these questions will Thinking about these questions will 
help create a vision of a high quality help create a vision of a high quality 
workplace…workplace…

• What makes you really look forward 
to coming to work in the morning?

• What can you do to make your 
department a better place to work?
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Leading renewal

• Only 43% of HR stakeholders 
surveyed by the FCM* felt 
their municipality had the 
human resource capacity to 
meet future challenges

• Major issues:
• recruitment
• retention and succession 

planning
• skill gaps
• training 

* Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities, At the 
Crossroads of Change: 
Human Resources and the 
Municipal Sector, 2002. 

• This requires 
innovative 
workforce and 
workplace renewal

• More than an “HR” 
issue

• Your role is to lead 
and enable 
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Common workplace ‘quality’ issues I 
have seen in municipalities

• Working relationships
• Culture
• Leadership
• Communication
• Learning and development 
• Ageing workforce
• Workload, stress, work-life balance

• What would 
you add to this 
list?
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High quality workplace checklist

Decent living standard and economic security
Mutual trust among employers and workers
Participate in decision making 
Culture of openness regarding information 
Healthy and safe work environment
Supports a balanced life
Encourages initiative and creativity
Opportunities to use and develop skills

Souce: G. Lowe, The Quality of Work: A People-Centred Agenda (Oxford University Press, 2000).

How does your department measure up?

The result is personally meaningful, fulfilling and productive work

www.grahamlowe.cawww.grahamlowe.caCopyright   The Graham Lowe Group 8

#2 – Renewal 
pressures
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External and internal pressures to 
raise the bar for work quality

1. Demographics: ageing workforce, skill shortages, cultural 
diversity, recruitment and retention challenges

2. Political and social environment: rising expectations for 
excellent, low-cost services; changing needs

3. Skills and learning: leveraging ‘human capital’ is the key to 
organizational survival

4. Information technology: payoffs from IT investments 
depend on job design and work environments 

5. Values: work cultures mis-aligned with employees’ 
aspirations and organization’s mission 

6. System sustainability: stress, burnout, absenteeism, 
overwork undermine organizational performance
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Demographic crunch
Age distribution for City of Edmonton, full-time employees (police excluded), 

January 2003, projected to 2008
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TWO KEY CITY TRENDS:
1. Average age of retirement is 

between 56 and 62
2. Average length of service of 

retirees is 22-30 years 

recruitment

retirement
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Age profiles of the workforce don’t fit job 
structures and career systems

Typical large municipal organization Typical municipal employee
age profile
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The ‘de-standardized’ life course

• Labour market restructuring in the late 20th century 
created diverse forms of ‘non-standard work’

• Individuals’ life courses also have been ‘de-standardized’
• Big problem: retirement policies and institutions assume a 

‘standard’ life course

• Retirement plans and behaviour vary by numerous 
individual and contextual factors
• Do you know your older workers’ plans and needs?

• Baby Boomers will ‘reinvent’ retirement, so it is crucial for 
organizations to be proactive
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Impact of rising work pressures

Work intensification: 
•Long or ‘non-
standard’ work hours, 
inflexible schedules, 
rising workloads and 
performance 
expectations
•The employment 
contract has been 
redefined: 110% effort

Consequences for:
employee health
health care costs 
work-life balance
absenteeism, 
turnover
morale, 
commitment
learning and skills

What ever happened to the ‘leisure society’?
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What workers want

• At numerous workshops 
and talks, workers tell me 
that a good workplace 
depends on:
• Contribution
• Development
• People
• Values and culture
• Workload
• Communication
• Rewards

Research confirms this:
• Canadian workers highly 

value:
• Respect
• Interesting work
• Good communication
• Sense of accomplishment
• Work-family balance
• Develop skills and abilities

• Gender differences greater 
than age differences

• Not meeting these needs 
affects organizational 
performance
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#3 – Building blocks
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Recruitment 
Retention
Development
Engagement

THE 
WORK
ENVIRONMENT
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The work environment is the key to 
organizational renewal

20TH Century 
bureaucratic 

municipal 
administration

21st Century 
agile, 

knowledge-
based 

municipal 
business 

units

Work Environment
Barriers and 
Enablers to 

Change:
•Leadership 
•Culture
•People practices
•Employment 
relationships
•Rewards and 
resources
•Work design and  
demands
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Beyond succession planning

From knowledge management research…
• Common knowledge = “how to” 

knowledge crucial to organization’s 
success

• Different from “know what” knowledge 
• No ‘best way’ to transfer this knowledge
• Expect huge KM challenges as Baby 

Boomers retire
• Capture only the common knowledge you will need
• Also encourage positive attrition

Source: Nancy Dixon, Common Knowledge, HBS Press, 2000
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Leveraging existing talent

• You can’t meet changing skill needs and address 
potential labour shortages only by hiring more staff

• You also must maximize the use of all existing talent
• How many employees are not fully contributing their 

skills and abilities to meet strategic goals? Why? 
• All workers can be ‘knowledge workers’ under the right 

conditions

• How can your organization enable the continuous use 
and development of skills?
• Learning is central to a human resource-intensive 

business strategy 
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Learning organizations

Big leap from training to learning
Ingredients:

‘Bundled’ innovative work organization and 
management practices
Human resource-intensive business 
strategies 
Continuous formal and informal learning
Supportive leadership and culture
An inclusive approach so all staff can learn

Organizational change is a learning 
process
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Healthy Organizations
• This model links improved health outcomes for 

employees and improved organizational 
performance

• It uses health promotion/population health 
logic, addressing individual health risk factors 
and workplace contexts

• Balances customer expectations, organizational 
goals, employee skills and health needs

• This requires collaboration of health promotion, 
HR, OHS and OD professionals

See: U.S. National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health. The Changing 
Organization of Work and the Safety and Health of Working People. 2002. 
www.cdc.gov/niosh 

www.grahamlowe.cawww.grahamlowe.caCopyright   The Graham Lowe Group 22

Strong employment relationships make 
a great workplace

• Four dimensions of employment relationships:
1. trust
2. commitment
3. communication
4. influence

• These are key ingredients of a ‘good job’
• Strong employment relationships depend on a 

healthy and supportive work environment 
• Organizational change (e.g., downsizing, 

restructuring) weakens these relationships

See: G. Lowe and G. Schellenberg, What’s A Good Job? The Importance of 
Employment Relationships (www.cprn.org)
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Strong employment relationships 
contribute to…

• higher job satisfaction 
• higher workplace morale
• better skill development and use
• lower turnover 
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How employment relationships impact the quality of 
work life and organizational performance

1. THE WORK ENVIRONMENT:
adequate resources, training, skilled 
tasks, reasonable job demands, 
work-life balance, healthy and safe
environment, team work, participation

3. QUALITY OF WORK-LIFE:
more satisfied, skilled and effective 
employees

2. EMPLOYMENT
RELATIONSHIPS: 
high trust,
commitment, 
communication
and influence

4. ENHANCED ORGANIZATIONAL 
PERFORMANCE: improved productivity 
through increased skill use, retention, 
morale, time at work
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#4 – Linking to 
strategic goals
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Putting the pieces together…

Recruitment…

Succession
Planning…

Employee
Expectations…

Healthy, supportive work
environment…

Demographics…

Comprehensive renewal strategy

HR
value-
added



14

www.grahamlowe.cawww.grahamlowe.caCopyright   The Graham Lowe Group 27

Workplace 
quality:
-Supportive, 
healthy work 
environment
-Resources 
-Work rewards
-Job content and 
design
-Supervision and 
communication

People capacity:
-Recruitment
-Retention
-Learning and 
development
-Adaptability

Results:
-Innovation
-Performance
-Quality

The basic model: treating people as assets

Here’s how high quality workplaces help 
people deliver excellent results:
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Embedding organizational renewal into Edmonton’s 
planning framework
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City of Saskatoon: implications of mission and 
values for people practices
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City of Saskatoon: linking employees, corporate 
strategies and the business plan

Employees are the key to Employees are the key to 
achieving city goalsachieving city goals

Employees also are crucial Employees also are crucial 
for operational excellencefor operational excellence
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Measuring progress

Employee surveys, 
evaluations

Administrative data
(health benefit utilization, absenteeism,
turnover, grievances, unfilled positions, 

training investments, etc.)

Qualitative input 
(on-going consultations, exit
interviews, intranet feedback,

etc.)

‘Triangulating’ existing data for learning and continuous improvement
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•A strategic HR focus 
creates enabling 
conditions and builds 
people capacity to 
achieve organizational 
excellence. 
•In turn, organizational 
excellence contributes 
to meeting corporate 
and department goals.
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HR processes and employee outcomes

Vision
Mission

Community
Values

Community
Indicators

Performance
measures

Strategic
Goals in 
2003-05
Business 
Plan

Human resource 
development and  
workforce renewal

Employee Outcome
Measures (lost time injuries, 
training and development 
investments, staff turnover, 
employee satisfaction…)

Adapted from: City of Edmonton, Community Services Department, 2003-05 Business Plan.
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#5 – From ideas to 
action
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From thinking to acting

• A big hurdle to overcome is moving from thinking and talking to 
acting 

• Closing this “knowing – doing” gap is where many change 
initiatives fail (Pfeffer and Sutton, The Knowing – Doing Gap, 
2000) 

• Execution is “The way to link the 3 core processes of any 
business – the people process, the strategy, and the operating 
plan – together to get things done on time.” (Bossidy and 
Charan, Execution: The Discipline of Getting Things Done, 2002)

• “Trouble in implementing change comes not from 
misunderstanding what to do, but from a lack of discipline about 
how to do what needs doing.” (Becker, Huselid and Ulrich, The 
HR Scorecard, 2001).
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Change truths

• Change should provide continuous 
learning about how to do things better

• The approach needs to be both top-down 
and bottom-up

• The process determines the outcomes
• Organizational change is stressful
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Strong leadership at all levels guides 
change and ensures success

Research on successful change management 
identifies the following ingredients:

• Urgency
• Vision
• Coalitions
• Communication
• Participation
• Early wins
• Institutionalization

Are you a 
‘change 
champion’ or 
a ‘change 
resister’?
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Action checklist

1. Employees are at the core of values and 
mission

2. Workforce and workplace renewal goals 
are in business plans

3. Accountability and incentives for treating 
people as investments

4. Employees, managers and unions are 
involved in the change process

5. Progress is measured and communicated
6. Continuously build on strengths, close 

gaps


