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Lessons-Learned Final Report 
 
PURPOSE: 
 
The purpose of this paper is to provide the results of the lessons-learned review of the 
Enhanced Strategic Workforce Planning (SWP) pilot, including strengths, challenges, estimated 
resources, and recommended improvements to the process.  This report was prepared in 
accordance with the direction provided in the NRC’s Executive Director for Operations (EDO) 
tasking memo “Implementation of Enhancements to Nuclear Regulatory Commission’s (NRC) 
Strategic Workforce Planning” (Agencywide Documents Access and Management System 
(ADAMS) Accession No. ML17179A111, dated July 5, 2017).   
 
BACKGROUND:  
 
In SECY 15-0015, “Achieving Exemplary Nuclear Regulation in the 21st Century" (ADAMS 
Accession No. ML15023A558, dated January 30, 2015), the NRC staff recommended 
developing a strategic workforce plan that ensures the NRC has the right number of people with 
the right competencies at the right time.  In the Staff Requirements Memorandum (SRM) for 
SECY 15-0015 (ADAMS Accession No. ML15159A234, dated June 8, 2015), the Commission 
approved the development of a strategic workforce plan.  
 
In response to SECY 15-0015, task 8, the staff developed the “NRC Strategic Workforce Plan” 
(ADAMS Accession No. ML16032A343, dated February 4, 2016).  Although the plan provided a 
roadmap to manage the NRC’s workforce, the scope of this initial workforce planning effort was 
at a basic level of sophistication based on the application of the “Office of Personnel 
Management (OPM) Workforce Planning Model.”  The plan included the use of an iterative 
approach to advance the level of sophistication in the application of the OPM Workforce 
Planning Model, commensurate with the needs of the agency. 
 
On January 19, 2017, consistent with the Commission’s direction for Project Aim and the NRC’s 
Fiscal Year (FY) 2014 – 2018 Strategic Plan, the EDO formed a working group to develop a 
more comprehensive, integrated, and systematic SWP process.  The working group enhanced 
the existing SWP plan by better integrating the agency’s human capital management activities, 
including workload projection, skills identification, and individual development with other agency 
processes, as well as reflected best practices from public and private sector organizations.  The 
working group submitted their recommendations in the “Proposed Enhancements to NRC’S 
Strategic Workforce Planning” (ADAMS Accession No.  ML17109A319, dated April 19, 2017), 
and the process map (ADAMS Accession No.  ML17179A109, dated July 7, 2017).   
 
Representatives of the working group presented the proposed enhanced SWP process to the 
Commission at the “Briefing on Human Capital and Equal Employment Opportunity” on June 22, 
2017.  Following the briefing, the Commission issued SRM-M170622B (ADAMS Accession No. 
ML17180A084, dated June 28, 2017) requiring the following:  “The staff should evaluate 
whether the enhanced strategic workforce planning process could be modified to capture 
process efficiencies NRC has made under Project Aim and should communicate the results of 
this evaluation to the Commission.” 
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On July 5, 2017, the EDO approved the working group’s proposal and issued a tasking memo 
“Implementation of Enhancements to NRC’s Strategic Workforce Planning” to the Office of the 
Chief Financial Officer (OCFO), Region II, and the Office of Nuclear Regulatory Research 
(RES).  The memo directed these offices to participate in the Phase I – Pilot, in partnership 
with the Office of the Executive Director for Operations (OEDO) and the Office of the Chief 
Human Capital Officer (OCHCO).  
 
DISCUSSION 
 
Office and region management from the participating pilot offices (RES, OCFO, and Region II) 
implemented the enhanced SWP process in partnership with the OEDO and OCHCO.  The 
OEDO and the OCHCO formed an implementation team, including a dedicated project 
manager, to lead the effort.  The pilot implementation followed the approach outlined in the 
working group’s “Proposed Enhancements to NRC’s Strategic Workforce Planning” and the 
process map, with slight modifications due to the small number of offices participating in the 
pilot.  In addition, the implementation team made enhancements throughout the process based 
on feedback, additional research, and technology developed.  
 
Scope of the Pilot 
 
The scope of the NRC enhanced SWP process pilot focused on “core positions” categorized 
based on their clear link to the agency’s mission and strategic plan.  Core positions collectively 
define the competencies needed to achieve the NRC strategic goals and objectives.  OCHCO 
worked with the offices to define the core positions at the beginning of the pilot.  “Appendix A – 
NRC List of Core Positions (Pilot)” contains the list of core positions for the pilot offices. 
 
Core positions in the pilot represented the following number of employees as of March 9, 2018.   
 

Office/Region 
Total # of 

Employees 
Total # of Employees in 

Core Positions 
OCFO 99 73 
Region II – Atlanta, GA 262 174 
RES 199 159 
Total 560 406 

 
Summary of the Enhanced SWP Process and Activities 
 
The enhanced SWP process is designed to be implemented on an annual cycle, and it supports 
the development of strategies to address workforce needs in both budget execution year +1 and 
budget execution year +5.  “Appendix B – Enhanced Strategic Workforce Planning Process” 
provides a more in-depth view of all components of the enhanced SWP process.  Below is a 
high-level overview of the enhanced SWP process: 
 

1) Step 1.0 – Set Strategic Direction:  Builds upon the strategic plan’s environmental scan 
performed by most offices and regions to monitor key workload drivers and internal and 
external opportunities and risks that may influence current and/or future workload. 
 
Deliverables: 
a.  Narrative outlining “Drivers and Factors” and “High-Level Projections and 

Assumptions on Workload Volume and Fluctuations.” 
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b. Workload forecast documented in the SWP template.  

 
2) Step 2.0 – Workforce Demand Analysis:  Uses the workload forecast to determine the 

quantity as well as the competencies of the workforce needed. 
 
Deliverable:  Document the results of the workforce demand analysis.  

 
3) Step 3.0 – Workforce Supply Analysis:  A review of the current workforce to project the 

size and competencies of the workforce into the future. 
 
Deliverable:  Completion of the workforce supply analysis in the SWP database. 

 
4) Step 4.0 – Gap Analysis and Risk Assessment:  Determines and prioritizes the gaps 

and/or overages that may exist between the information collected from Step 2.0 and 
Step 3.0. 
 
Deliverable:  Prioritized list of gaps and/or overages.  

 
5) Step 5.0 - Develop and Execute Strategies:  Develop strategies and action plan(s) to 

address overages or gaps identified in Step 4. 
 
Deliverables:   
a. Office/Region SWP Strategies and Action Plans. 
b.  An “Agency SWP Strategies and Action Plan,” prepared by OCHCO, for those 

strategies that cut across the agency. 
 

6) Step 6.0 – Monitor, Evaluate, and Revise Strategies and Action Plans. 
 
Deliverable:  Update or revise the following as required:  Office and Region SWP 
Strategies and Action Plans, and Agency SWP Strategies and Action Plans.  

 
Supporting Documents and Activities 
 
To implement the pilot, and ensure consistent execution of the process, OCHCO and OEDO 
developed guidance and templates, a database, and provided training to the offices and region.  
The implementation team created a process map (flow chart) to provide a visual of the 
enhanced SWP process.  Guidance documents and templates provided detailed instructions to 
assist in the execution of the process steps and an explanation of the specific deliverables.  An 
access database was developed to support data collection and analysis.  The pilot offices 
received training in September 2017 and January 2018 on SWP concepts and executing the 
enhanced SWP process.  Appendix B provides a more detailed description of the development 
and use of these supporting documents and activities. 
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Capturing Process Efficiencies 
 
The staff evaluated the enhanced SWP process in accordance with the direction of SRM-
M170622B (ADAMS Accession No. ML17180A084, dated June 28, 2017), to determine whether 
the enhanced SWP process could be modified to capture process efficiencies the NRC has 
made under Project Aim.  The pilot offices evaluated and documented efficiencies as part of the 
deliverable in Step 1.2 – Workload Forecast.  Following the written guidance, the pilot offices 
reported on efficiencies resulting from Project Aim or other activities that had an impact on the 
forecasted workload in the “Workload Forecast Template.”  For example: 
 

• RES, re-baselining resulted in about a 5% overall efficiency improvement at existing 
workload levels.   

• In Region II, the activities related to the Agency Reform Plan, enhanced risk informing 
of Reactor Oversight Process, and inspection report streamlining resulted in a slight 
decrease in staff for Operating Reactor Oversight Inspection Manual Chapter (IMC) 
2515 inspections. 

 
Insights and Lessons-Learned 
 
Throughout the pilot, the implementation team collected feedback in a variety of ways including:  
 

• Pilot office review of guidance documents 
• Interviews and meetings with pilot offices following key steps in the process 
• Discussions with pilot office Point of Contacts (POCs) 
• Training assessments 
• Surveys of supervisors and managers participating in the pilot   

 
The implementation team made adjustments in “real time” when supported by the timing of the 
receipt of feedback.  On May 16, 2018, the feedback was presented to the implementation team 
and pilot offices for review, validation, and refinement as part of the lessons-learned work 
session. 
 
Strengths  

Overall, the process design concept was effective, and the pilot offices completed the 
required deliverables and demonstrated the feasibility and efficiency of the enhanced 
process.  The pilot offices concluded that the process provided valuable workforce information 
and insights for both management and staff, and the information collected was used to 
improve workforce planning.  The gap analysis comparing projected workforce needs to 
supply revealed previously unidentified gaps or other disconnects earlier than otherwise 
would have been determined without the help of the enhanced SWP process.  This early 
identification will allow for sufficient time and opportunity to develop competencies of existing 
NRC employees to meet future projected agency needs.  Finally, the forecasting of workload 
provided insights into long-range budget planning beyond the typical two-year planning.   

Strengths related to implementing the process included the use of POCs in each of the pilot 
offices.  The pilot office POC’s coordinated their offices’ participation and provided the support 
and knowledge necessary to ensure successful completion of each process step and 
deliverable.  In addition, the guidance, templates, training, and SharePoint site provided 
adequate support of the process.  
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Overall, the pilot results demonstrated that the enhanced SWP process can identify short- 
and long-term strategies and action plans to address gaps and overages in workforce needs.  
The strategies developed demonstrated a deeper understanding of the workload forecasted 
and the competencies needed beyond the typical two-year budget cycles.  These strategies 
and action plans will improve the agency’s human capital management activities, identify 
employee opportunities for career growth, and provide for a greater understanding of the 
future workload of the NRC. 

Implementation of the enhanced SWP process will address the U.S. Government 
Accountability Office’s (GAO) recommendations in GAO-17-233, “Strategic Human Capital 
Management: NRC Could Better Manage the Size and Composition of its Workforce by 
Further Incorporating Leading Practices,” dated April 27, 2017.  Specifically, the information 
collected in the pilot indicates that with more offices are participating, the SWP information 
will help the agency develop long-range Full Time Equivalent (FTE) forecasts and inform 
the strategic planning activities to meet agency goals for overall workforce size and skills 
composition.  The pilot also addressed GAO’s recommendation to provide training on the 
concepts and application of strategic workforce management.  
 
Challenges  
 
The enhanced SWP process required the pilot offices to think differently about the impact of 
external and internal factors on their workforce, planning their workload, and determining the 
type of workforce needed.  Developing a range of future scenarios for the environmental scan 
that are a balance between a forecast and reality was challenging.  The higher level of detail 
required to plan beyond the two-year budget cycle was also new for many participants and 
proved difficult.  In addition, the timing of when to share the workload forecast information with 
the staff was a challenge given that the information could cause unnecessary staff concern.  
Finally, offices have been accustomed to taking their own less-formal approach to workforce 
planning, and implementing this more standardized approach required a change in practices 
and organizational culture.   
 
Although the implementation team and the pilot offices were able to define the core positions 
and the associated knowledge, skills, and abilities, the methodology of using job analyses to do 
so required additional time and resources.  In addition, the implementation team investigated a 
short-term solution for developing a new skills inventory database to support the pilot and house 
the information collected in the job analyses.  However, the rapid pace of the pilot, along with 
the significant resources required to develop a stand-alone database, were not compatible with 
the time and resources available.  In addition, the team determined that development of a skills 
database would have unnecessarily duplicated efforts currently underway with the development 
and application of the competency-modeling pilot, which uses vendor provided software to 
develop the models and track skills in an aggregate and individual manner.   
 
Future Consideration 
 
Although the working group’s original recommendations included plans for assessing both 
employee and contractor needs as part of the enhanced SWP process, the implementation 
team decided to focus the scope of the pilot on NRC employees only.  The implementation team 
believed that not adding in the complexity of considering contractors during the pilot helped to 
ensure adequate support and attention for managers to learn the new associated concepts and 
the standardized process.  RES chose to test documenting information of contracted workers 
who supplement their workforce, such as individuals, companies, other agencies, National 
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Laboratories, universities, research institutions, or foreign counterparts.  RES’s experience and 
the information they collected provided helpful insights into how the agency may potentially 
collect this information as a strategic companion plan to the SWP process in the future.   
 
RESOURCES 
 
Resources expended for the pilot: 
 
• OEDO – <0.25 FTE, to include support for the kickoff, environmental scan, workload 

forecast, and review of gap/overage closure strategies. 
• OCHCO – 1.5 FTE, to include one full time project manager and 0.5 FTE to support pilot 

offices. 
• Pilot Offices – POCs required 0.25 FTE for the duration of the implementation.  Offices 

expect that over time fewer resources will be required because the initial application of the 
enhanced process requires the greatest resources.  Implementation of the process in 
subsequent years should require substantially less resources to update prior year forecasts 
of workload, workforce needs, and supply.  Office leadership and management confirmed 
that this work is already budgeted as part of managers and supervisors responsibilities, and 
is not an extra function or resource burden.  

 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The following recommendations address improvements to the enhanced SWP process, training, 
communications, support technology, and the future implementation of the process. 
 
Recommendation 1:  Improve communications, guidance, templates, and training by 
streamlining, providing examples, and considering feedback. 
 

A. Formalize the environmental scan activity to provide sufficient detail to drive the 
enhanced SWP process and engage management at all levels in the development of the 
workload forecast to build buy-in and support. 
 
The pilot confirmed that the environmental scan, as part of Step 1.0 Set the Strategic 
Direction, is the foundation for the successful execution of the enhanced SWP process.   
 
The environmental scan and workload forecast consider a range of future scenarios and 
are necessary to determine the number of people and requisite competencies to perform 
the forecasted work (demand).  The environmental scan narratives developed by the 
offices provided high-level strategic direction and some information to facilitate scenario 
planning.  Additional detail and documentation of the environmental scan will improve 
the offices’ and regions’ ability to forecast workload more accurately and consistently 
and determine the staff needed to perform the work.  The SWP process includes 
planning for a range of possible scenarios.  The environmental scan needs to consider 
the scenarios and their application in subsequent process steps.   
  
As previously stated, some managers were challenged with planning work beyond the 
typical two-year budget cycle.  Aligning across business lines and the agency is critical 
to this type of long-term planning.  The pilot offices met with the business lines to gather 
insights.  However, the pilot intentionally deviated slightly from what the working group 
proposed for this step, by not conducting and establishing the strategic direction through 
the fall Strategic Leadership Meeting.  This deviation was due to the small number of 
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offices participating in the pilot,  Implementing this step as originally designed, and 
adding slightly more structure to these discussions, will ensure the environmental scan 
and strategic direction are comprehensive and take into account projected workload, 
along with insights from business lines and partner offices.  Office leadership should 
share the environmental scan and forecasts with management at all levels to encourage 
collaboration and diverse thoughts, and to ensure managers understand the basis for 
the direction described in the environmental scan.  In addition, managers need to 
understand how they should apply the workload forecast in the subsequent steps of the 
enhanced SWP process.  By following the original working group’s design of the process 
for Step 1.0 – Set the Strategic Direction, along with the recommended improvements 
contained in this report, the implementation team expects that the environmental scan 
and workload forecast will improve.   
 

B. Share the information gathered as part of the enhanced SWP process, including 
strategies and action plans, with as much transparency as possible.     
 
Sharing information gathered from the SWP process benefits employees because it 
empowers them to make career planning and development decisions consistent with 
agency long-term needs.  Managers expressed concern in sharing workload forecast 
information with the staff due to the degree of uncertainty with long-term forecasting.  To 
address this concern, offices and regions should treat the information collected as pre-
decisional, and use discretion about when and how best to share the information with 
employees.  Sharing the information too early in the process may cause undue concern 
among staff.  However, when the workload forecast information is combined with the 
information from the other steps in the process, the workload projections and needs 
reflect a more complete and informed view of the office’s and agency’s direction.  
Benchmarking indicates that leaders and management will improve their long-term plans 
with practice and repetition of the process, resulting in a higher level of transparency and 
more effective, efficient, and inclusive planning.  Consistent with NRC’s Leadership 
Model, these enhancements can strengthen collaboration and empowerment among 
NRC employees and organizations, as well as reinforce the behaviors emphasized in the 
Speed of Trust (e.g., confront reality, talk straight, clarify expectations, get better). 
 

C. Clarify and refine the definition of core positions and their purpose. 
 

The pilot offices struggled to apply the definition of a “core position” throughout the SWP 
process.  As defined in the working group’s recommendations, “core positions” are 
positions that the NRC relies on to accomplish the majority of the agency’s mission and 
are necessary to achieve agency long-term strategies and goals.  This definition applies 
equally to the regulatory work and corporate work of the agency.  The pilot organizations 
initially wanted to include more positions in the “core position” category.  However, doing 
so would require an increasingly fine level of detail and more resources.  Ultimately, 
establishing the scope of strategic workforce planning must strike the right balance 
between value to the agency and organization and the resources required to conduct 
workload forecasts and workforce supply analysis.  In addition, the pilot offices 
determined that greater specification of sub-specialties within core positions was 
necessary and appropriate in projecting workload and conducting the supply analysis.  
The implementation team began working with the offices before training on the SWP 
began in order to identify core positions and define the competencies due to the amount 
of time it took to do this work.  The pilot offices adjusted the list of core positions 
throughout the execution of the SWP process as they gained a greater understanding of 
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the process.  Clarifying and refining the core positions throughout the SWP process is 
necessary.   

 
Recommendation 2:  Streamline the identification and tracking of competencies by aligning the 
SWP process with competency modeling and support software. 
 
At the start of, and throughout the enhanced SWP process pilot, the competency-modeling 
project was also in a pilot mode.  Therefore, the implementation team used job analyses rather 
than competency models to define the knowledge, skills, and abilities of the core positions 
identified.  Some exceptions to this approach occurred for individuals who served in core 
positions that had established competency models, such as the risk and reliability engineers in 
RES.  The implementation team used several different approaches to complete the job analyses 
for the core positons.  All of the approaches for developing the job analyses required additional 
staff resources for both OCHCO and the pilot offices.   
 
Recommendation 3:  Require each office to select one or more individuals to serve as POCs 
(depending on office size).  The POC must be capable of interacting with all levels of 
management in a timely and effective manner and act as a SWP champion. 
 
Identifying and relying upon office POCs successfully contributed to the pilot implementation.  
Each office should designate one or more individuals to be a liaison with OCHCO and OEDO for 
implementation of the enhanced SWP process in their office. 
 
Recommendation 4:  Adjust timing of training and offer blended learning options that include 
both instructor-led classroom and online training options. 
 
The implementation team provided two training workshops in an instructor-led classroom setting 
and via a Webinar format in the fall.  These methods were effective for those supervisors and 
managers who were able to attend and should be continued.  However, offering a blended 
learning experience where the manager would take an online training course and then 
participate in discussions on the materials may be a more efficient delivery mechanism for the 
training, and staff will investigate these options for Phase II.  The fall timeframe can also prove 
challenging for managers due to the end of year performance appraisal activities taking place at 
the same time.  Staff will work to schedule the training earlier, beginning in the summer months.   
 
Recommendation 5:  Improve the database used to support the collection of workforce 
demand and supply information by allowing synchronous access by multiple users, and improve 
usability. 
 
The implementation team developed an SWP database as described in Appendix B.  Access to 
the database was limited to one person at a time, which caused significant issues.  In addition, 
some of the managers were not knowledgeable on the use of SharePoint.  The POCs worked 
with their management and OCHCO to complete the deliverable with accuracy, although 
improvements to accessibility and usability of the database need to be addressed before 
implementation of Step 3.0 Workforce Supply for Phase II, which will see a larger number of 
users needing to access to the system.  
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Recommendation 6:  Implement Phase II of the enhanced SWP process and expand the 
scope to include the following offices: 
 

• Phase I – Pilot Offices (RES, OCFO, and Region II) 
• Program Offices (Offices of Nuclear Materials Safety and Safeguards, Office of New 

Reactors, Office of Nuclear Reactor Regulation, and Office Nuclear Security and 
Incident Response) 

• Regions I, III, IV 
• Office of Chief Information Officer 

 
The implementation team confirmed that the offices need focused support to execute the 
concepts of strategic workforce planning and management for the first time.  In addition, the 
NRC faced several cultural challenges as stated in section entitled “Challenges.”  Therefore, 
continuing a phased approach, as recommended by best practices, allows time and additional 
support for NRC management to be educated in strategic workforce management and to initiate 
necessary cultural shifts.  This recommendation will include approximately 79% of NRC 
workforce and allow OCHCO and OEDO to provide the level of support necessary for offices 
implementing the process for the first time.  Expanding the scope to include most of the agency 
will also allow the staff to realize the agency-level benefits of strategic workforce planning by 
aggregating the needs, surpluses, gaps, and strategies across the agency.  OCHCO and OEDO 
estimates the resources needed for Phase II will be similar to the resources expended in the 
pilot, with the exception of having a dedicated full-time project manager in OCHCO.  OCHCO 
resources will remain at about 1.5 FTE, spread across a variety of staff performing multiple 
functions to support the process (i.e., human resources support, technology support, 
competency modeling, etc.).  In addition, OCHCO and OEDO will be able to test the 
improvements to the process and support systems with a larger pool of offices.  At the 
conclusion of Phase II in June 2019, OCHCO and OEDO will determine the extent to which the 
remaining offices should be included.  In the meantime, the remaining offices will continue to 
use the existing NRC SWP plan. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The pilot conducted has proven that the NRC can effectively and efficiently implement the NRC 
enhanced SWP process.  The Lessons-Learned Report recommendations will further enhance 
the SWP process and enable OEDO and OCHCO to implement Phase II as proposed in this 
report.  Therefore, the agency should implement the enhanced SWP process, taking into 
account all of recommendations.  Once the enhanced processed is applied more broadly, the 
agency will gain the benefits of a more consistent and strategic estimation of workload and 
workforce projections and application of workforce strategies.  
 
Enclosures: 
 
Appendix A – NRC List of Core Positions (Pilot) 
Appendix B – Enhanced Strategic Workforce Planning Process 
Appendix C – Enhanced Strategic Workforce Planning Process Map 


