Your Two Cents
Technician Development Working Group
Report of Findings


Since its inception, ARS's Your Two Cents initiative website has received numerous comments relating to its technician and support scientist group.  These comments carried a common theme of disenfranchisement among ARS's technicians and support scientists.  The Working Group was charged with studying the issues represented by these comments in order to make recommendations for putative changes to ARS policy or practice that would improve the morale and retention rate of our scientific support staff.  
When viewed together, the comments fell into three major themes:  employee recognition (technicians and support scientists feeling that there is a "caste system" within ARS which prohibits them from receiving recognition for their accomplishments), employee development (lack of commitment to training and development of technician/support scientist skills), and authorship (specifically, a lack of consistency in the interpretation and application of ARS authorship guidelines).  A certain amount of overlap exists among these issues, but the group divided into three subgroups to examine more closely the problem in each case, and what could be done to improve the situation.   

Subgroup:	Employee Recognition
The Your 2 Cents comments that were related to technician and support scientist recognition were focused on the desire of employees to receive credit for their accomplishments and appreciation for what they do.  Employees want to be shown that they are valued by their supervisors and the agency.  Consistent employee recognition is a key factor in retaining top-performing employees (Jimenez 1999). 
According to human resource specialists, employee recognition has traditionally been considered to be about incentives (e.g. monetary awards).  The current thinking, however, is that employee recognition should include the "timely, sincere and visible gestures of respect and recognition that are offered directly to an employee for his or her contribution to a job well done."  The type of recognition employees appreciate most comes from their direct supervisors (Nelson 2004; Williams 2003); the number one choice for recognition is sincere praise given in a timely manner with specific examples. Allen and Helms' (2002) research confirmed the importance of regular expressions of appreciation by managers and leaders to encourage behavior of employees to reach strategic goals. 
Recommendations:
1. Provide training to new scientists on proper supervision of direct reports.  The training should entail properly rewarding employees with monetary, verbal or other reward systems.  
2. Assign employees to meaningful tasks and projects so that they can see they are trusted, learn new skills, have new experiences, and experience variety in their work.  
3. Start an online community (e.g., a Google group?) for support staff to connect, communicate, discuss, etc.  (this should be instated and administered by technicians and support scientists).
4. Acquire input from support staff about how they would like to be rewarded and recognized.
5. Open communication between employees and supervisors: At present, there is no formal way for employees to give feedback to their supervisors, which results in a reluctance to speak on the part of the supervisee.  Each employee should receive training related to how to give and receive the feedback so that the experience can be positive and constructive, and an informal process for reciprocal evaluation should be considered.  
6. Agency leaders should recognize that ARS technicians and support scientists are not “one-size-fits all.”  Technicians and support scientists should not be reassigned by RL’s or Headquarters without regard for the abilities and circumstances of the science mission, the technician/support scientist and the SY.  
7. The Agency should make it clear that individual employees in all ranks are valued and that a “caste system” will not be tolerated.

Subgroup:  Employee Development
The Y2C Workgroup identified employee career development and training as an area of importance for reinvigorating the Technician/Support Scientist cadre in ARS.   There are three main gaps in employee development opportunities at ARS, the first of which is that improved employee orientation programs are needed to highlight career development training opportunities. Numerous programs are available but are underutilized.  These opportunities include participation in mentoring and leadership programs, teambuilding courses, human resources training, IDP development, and soft skill vs. technical training.   The second gap to be addressed is training for SYs to enhance management skills related to technician/support scientist career development and job satisfaction.  Similar to technician/support scientist training opportunities, there are numerous underutilized programs to enhance SY management skills to facilitate career development and job satisfaction of their support staff.   Finally, more opportunities are needed for technical training for technicians and support scientists. SYs have the benefit of on the job training resulting from attendance at conferences, workshops and seminars etc.  These opportunities are often not made available to support staff.  Relevant training for technicians and support scientists should include attendance at technical seminars, meetings, classroom training and rotational assignments directly related to the research mission.  
Many of the above programs are already available in ARS in some format.  Improved delivery of information related to existing programs and new offerings is needed.  Policies and procedures are in place to authorize off-site training but are not utilized to their full potential. 
Technicians and support scientists who reach the top of their promotion potential often desire new and more challenging assignments.  The recommended career development programs will help the agency retain talented staff.  These programs can increase job satisfaction of current and future employees and foster more productive, more challenging and rewarding work environments.

Recommendations:
1. Information Dissemination through AgLearn.  AgLearn can be accessed by all ARS employees. It can be used to host webinar training, technical seminar series etc.  AgLearn offers a diverse set of training relevant to all types of career development. AgLearn also offers a cost effective means to implement new training curricula.
1. SY training.  New SYs are given training at the Area level, usually during their first year.  Increased emphasis in this program on technician/support scientist career development should be considered.  Refresher training for SYs should be implemented on a regular basis. 
1. Mentoring. Mentoring programs have been used to aid new employees and assist established employees with career development. A mentor would be a ‘go to’ person for information on procedures, ‘do’s and don’ts’ and career development. In the past, programs administered by some Area Offices have focused on mentoring for any employee who wishes to participate. However, in some Areas, these programs have declined and most may no longer be active.  New incentives are needed to encourage renewed interest and participation in mentoring programs.
1. Intern programs.  Rotational assignments with mentoring scientists could be promoted to enhance technician/support scientist technical skills. These opportunities allow support staff to gain skills that foster improved research problem solving and enhance career development. If well implemented, tangible benefits to both the donor and recipient SY will exist. 
1. Team building programs.  Team building programs are available through ARS's Employee Leadership Development Section for improving Technician/Support scientist relations with SYs.  Programs could be tailored to SYs, Support Scientists and Technicians. This training could be provided onsite or remotely.
1. Incentives to participate.  Successful career development programs will require ‘buy in’ from all parties; SYs, RLs and Cat 3/ Cat 7s.  Ideas  for stimulating a renewed interest in existing and new programs  include:
5. Publicity:  Success stories could be publicized (for example, in the monthly ARS & You newsletter) that highlight how other individuals (both supervisors and Cat 3/ Cat 7) have benefited from career development programs.
5. IDPs: Improved training in development of IDPs is needed.  IDPs are mandatory but are often not well administered.  Perhaps the IDP format could be improved to clarify the process, and training in its implementation would be essential as well. 
 Subgroup:  Authorship
After the establishment of the “Your 2 Cents 100 Day Initiative,” it soon became apparent that many of the critical comments can be traced to the inconsistent acknowledgement of support staff contributions to the research mission through co-authorship on manuscripts.  More importantly, the subgroup discovered and inconsistent application of the P&P 152.2-ARS Authorship Guidelines which  has resulted in negative impacts on the morale and career development of employees who are discouraged from authorship regardless of merit.  Some technicians and Cat 3 scientists expressed concern that their future careers were hindered by the lack of authorship opportunities, when their coworkers and future job competitors were co-authoring manuscripts. A more consistent application of P&P 152.2 will likely improve job satisfaction among category 3 & 7 personnel.  After careful review of related Y2C comments, generally accepted authorship guidelines from the current scientific community (ICJME), other federal agency authorship guidelines (USGS, FDA, NIH, US Fish & Wildlife), and past inconsistencies in the interpretation of ARS authorship policy, we have the following recommendations to improve authorship policy with some suggested implementations. 
Recommendations:

1. Clarification of P&P 152.2-ARS guidelines.
a. Remove job categories from P&P 152.2-ARS to clarify that merit should be the basis of authorship.
b. Implement a system under which all authorship must be justified, regardless of position.  Specific justification policy guidelines should require the submitter to define each author's role in the study from its inception to publication.   
2. Develop a standardized form to be submitted for authorship approval that includes clear, detailed guidelines of the acceptable level of contribution that warrants authorship. 
3. Improved training on authorship guidelines and principles.
a. Develop a training module for new SY orientation workshops on the P&P 152.2.   Retrain current employees involved in the authorship approval process on the amended P&P 152.2-ARS and the justification guidelines.
b. Develop AgLearn modules for training technicians, and develop SY refresher courses on proper interpretation of P&P 152.2.
c. During each biannual Area Leadership Conference, educate RLs on ARS authorship and justification guidelines.
Summary
A diverse group of ARS employees met to examine the concerns expressed on the Your Two Cents website.  Actions suggested include the following:  Authorship requirements should be clear and unambiguous; efforts should be made to ensure that they are interpreted and implemented consistently across the agency.  Employees should be made aware of and encouraged to participate in existing career development programs, and existing resources (e.g., AgLearn, mentoring programs) can be used to expand upon those opportunities.  RLs should train scientists and support staff on giving and receiving constructive feedback on job performance (including their own). These efforts will allow ARS to attract and retain high quality scientific support.   
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