Getting a Return on
Your Manual Labor

Whenyou invest time and money to produce a procedures
manual, how canyou make surepeoplewill useit?
Somefederal court managers developed an innovative solution.

I n 1985, the General Accounting
Office conducted an audit of the
U.S federa court system'sinterna
control and management procedures.

When GAO's final report, Stronger
Financial Internal Controls Needed
Over Court Resources, was released
in April 1986, it was clear that the
court system needed to refine and

strengthen its system of internal con-
trol and management.

A central management team was put
together to develop aplan of action.
Part of the plan involved the creation
of regional committees that would
develop recommendations for the
courtsin the 12 geographic regions or
circuits. Not surprisingly, acommon
recommendation by many of the
committees was to develop amanual
of procedures.

The classic training tool

Manuals are nothing new. They are
extolled frequently asaway to present
information and instruction in acon-
cise, accessibleform.

No self-respecting government
agency or new business enterprise
manages for long without devel oping
manuals, on subjects that range from
personnel to training, and from se-
curity to operations. Many organiza-
tions contract with firmsthat special-
ize in creating manuals. Such firms
handle the tedious tasks of collect-
ing, synthesizing, and categorizing
detailed information into what should
be coherent and readable text.

Zlmmer is the clerk of court and the

district court administrator of the U.S.

District Court, 350South Main Street, Salt
Lake City, UT 84101.

By Markus B. Zimmer

The challenge

Asone regional group, the Commit-
teefor the Tenth Circuit, began work-
ing on an internal controls manual for
the courts, it took up the question of
utilization. If the committee devel-
oped apractical, well-written manual
and sent it to all court administrators,
would they read it? More important,
would they useit? Unfortunately, their
more likely response would be to put
it in astack of "must read" dispatches.
In the press of everyday priorities,
they'd probably never get around to
reading it.

the manual ? The workshop would in-
troduce the administrators to the
manua and show them how imple-
menting its recommendations could
strengthen the integrity of court
operations. During the workshop,
each financial administrator would
receive a copy of the manual.

The committee was enthusiastic
about the idea and set about to imple-
ment it. Funding was approved; asub-
committee began to develop a cur-
riculum for the workshop.

Early in the process, it became clear
that no one knew how familiar finan-
cid administrators might be with the
material covered in the manual. Ob-
vioudly, if many of the circuit's courts
were operating within the manual's

Would court administrators
read a manual? Would they

The committee discussed that prob-
lem at length. It identified the true
target audience for the manual as the
financial administrators, because
court administrators rely heavily on
them for the processing and control of
daily transactions. How could the
committee ensure that these financial
administratorswould read the manual
and use it on a day-to-day basis?

What about a workshop?

One committee member had a
good idea: What if the committee con-
ducted a specia workshop for dll
financial administrators in the Tenth
Circuit—before formally distributing

use it?

guidelines, aworkshop would be un-
necessary. Although that was unlikely,
the subcommittee realized that it was
essential to find out what prospective
attendees did and did not know. But
how could the group gather thisinfor-
mation before the workshop without
burdening attendees with long-
winded phone interviews or raising
their suspicions with a lengthy
pre-test?

A risky proposition

At this point, the subcommittee
discussed a risky proposition. The
committee had completed a draft of
the manual. Would it be possible to
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convert the draft into apre-workshop
test, but to disguise it as a needs-
anaysis questionnaire? The challenge
was to develop an instrument that
would measure knowledge and
understanding while stimulating

curiosity and providing entertainment
as an incentive to complete it.

Over the next two weeks, each
recommendation in the manual was
converted into a question. To ensure
ease of scoring, some questions were

Preparing the Questionnaire

1. Review the text of the
manual. Based on its length and
how much of it the questionnaire
will cover, determine how long
the questionnaire should be. Bear
in mind that when mixing true/
false and multiple-choice ques-
tions, the average page will hold
three to five questions. A fairly
detailed questionnaire will
average one and a half to two
timesthe number of pagesin the
manual

To create a shorter question-
naire, you have two options:
» Test only for an understanding
of the genera principles of the
manual's subject matter.
e Test for an understanding of
detailed information, but limit it
to a specific section of the
manual. Later on. you can pro-
duce additional questionnairesto
cover other sections.

2. Mark up a hard copy of the
manual to break down thetext in-
to relatively small conceptual
chunks that can be adapted to a
guestion format. Avoid confusion
by limiting each item to one or
two basic points.

3. Convert each chunk into a
guestion, True/falseand multiple-
choice questions are commonly
used. If the timerequired for scor-
ing and collating responsesis not
an issue, you can also include
some fili-in-thc-blank questions.

4. Every seven toten questions,
include something funny or out-
rageous to avert boredom and
to offset any impression that the
guestionnaire is a test. At first
glance, these questions should
appear legitimate and should have
definite correct and incorrect

answers,

5. Prepareasimpleanswer sheet,
taking care that the instructions

are clear, that both the questions
and answers are numbered, and
that the answer numbers and
blanks for each question are eas-
ily discernible. Asarule, it's better
toadd an extrapageto the answer
sheet than to squeeze the answer
blanks together and risk confu-
sion and frustration. Don't expect
your respondents to believe that
they are not taking a test if the
answer sheet looks like the one
they used with their college place-
ment examinations.

6. Keep answers anonymous;
don't request any names on the
answer sheet.

7. Prepare the instructions for
completing the questionnaire. Be
careful to avoid typical rest jargon;
instead, keep the instructions
brief and chatty. Explain how the
responseswill be used; for exam-
pie, to create a more effective
workshop or training program
that concentrates only on what
respondents don't know Note
that the answerswill be confiden-
tial and treated anonymously

8, Inevitably, some participants
will forget to bring copies of their
answer sheets to the workshop.
You can make sure dl attendees
have copies of their answers by
using a "blind" identification
method, such as a numbering
system or postmarks on the
return envelope, to match the
original answer sheets to their
owners.

9. Ask two people to review the
guestionnaires and instructions
before you mail them. An expert
on the subject matter should
evaluate the technical content of
the questionnaire; a writer or
editor should review the grammar
and clarity of each question.
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designed as true/fal se, others as multi-
ple choice. To alleviate boredom,
some of the multiple-choice answers
were outrageously wrong and would
have been patently illega if put into
practice. Here and there, humorous
alternativesto the correct answer were
given. The language of some of the
true/false questions was adjusted in
subtle ways to make otherwise per-
fectly correct policy statements false.
But most of the questionswere clearly
legitimate and designed to stimulate
careful review.

When completed, the question-
"aire was more than 20 pages long,
with two or three questions per page,
generously spaced. Its length gave
some committee members pause until
they reviewed it and found themselves
swept up by its entertainment vaue
and the challenge of recaling pre-
cisely what procedures were set forth
in the manual they helped draft.

The subcommittee chair sent each
court administrator in the Tenth
Circuit a brief letter of explanation
about the workshop. The letter made
« clear that the workshop was not
designed to question any court'sinter-
"@ operating procedures; rather, it
was to refresh the attendees'under-
standing of an effectiveinternal con-
trols system and to introduce them to
the contents of the manual. The letter
also invited court administrators to
respond if they had misgivings about
the project. None were voiced, so the
subcommittee mailed each court's
financial administrator a copy of the
guestionnaire with instructions and
answer forms.

The instructions carefully intro-
duced the questionnaire as a work-
shop planning aid and noted that the
agendawould include time to review
@y areas of disagreement. Within
three weeks and after some prodding,
the subcommittee received answer
forms from every court.

The results were surprising. The
average percentage of correct
responses was around 78, but very
few questions were answered cor-
reedy by everyone. No clear pattern
emerged: Some administrators scored
high in one area but did poorly in
another, while their colleagues pro-
reflected the opposite. Severa
demonstrated astrong understanding
ofthebasic principles of internal con-
trol systems, but lost their way when
the questions raised more subtle and
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sophisticated issues.

The subcommittee had expected
the questionnaire to reveal common
problem areas that would serve asthe
basis of the workshop. Instead, it
revealed that everyone was deficient
in some areas, and that those areas
differed—sometimes drastically—
from one person to the next.

One clerk called to note that

his financial administrator had ap-
proached him with some apprehen-
sion because she could not answer
some of the questions. He had re-
viewed the questionnaire and dis-
covered to hisdismay that he couldn't
answer them either.

With itswork now clearly defined,
the subcommittee set about to
develop an agenda.

Conducting the Iteming

1. In addition to imparting the
subj ect matter, the primary objec-
tivesof the workshop areto stim-
ulate the participants' curiosity

. and provoke and sustain exchange
among them. To generate dis-
cussion, prepare overhead trans-
parencies of the answer sheets,
indicating the number of partici-
pants that chose each answer.

2. Set aside time at the begin-
ning of the workshop to: discuss
the questions. Each participant
should have copies of the ques-
tionnaire and his or her com-
pleted answer sheets. Keep the at-
mosphere informal. Proceed
through each question, asking
first for the correct answer and
then for the reasons for selecting
the other answers. Spend little or
no time on the questions that
nearly everyone answered
correctly.

3. When a participant tellswhy
he or she chose an incorrect re-
sponse, ask someone; who chose

. t the correct answer to respond.
After afew questions, participants
will pick up on thisinformal se-
guence. The exchange will start
to build momentum and rely less
and less on the facilitator.

4. Focus subsequent workshop
sessions on issues that generated
the most number of incorrect re-
sponses and that cover the most
crucial sections of the manual.
Experts on particular topics can
make brief presentations, includ-
ing relevant background infor-
mation to enhance attendees'un-
derstanding of procedures. In-
clude sufficient timefor questions
and answers. If participants

represent more than one kind of
specialist, break them out into
their respective groups.

5. Finish the workshop with an
open-ended session that allows
attendees to discuss how to im-
plement the manual's recom-
mendations in their respective
organizations;

Because such sessions can fos-
ter confidential exchanges among
peers, the program facilitators and
faculty should excuse themselves
fromthe group. It isimportant to
select adiscussion leader who is
arespected peer of attendees, and
who is positive and strong, but
not dogmatic. Brief the leader in
advance that the session should
accomplish four objectives:

» Createan environment that en

courages frank conversation—
from those who feel the need to
vent frustration about their bosses
and from others, to offer consola-
tion and advice.

» Formulate strategies to imple-
ment procedures in participants'

organizations. More.succinctly, at-
tendees will discuss "how to
manage the boss" so they can put
the manua to work.

» Encourage the creation of a
peer-support network. Contacts
made during such programs can
lead, if properly nurtured, to
professional relationships that
span entire careersand strengthen
organizations in numerous
ways. Encourage participants to
exchange names and phone
numbers.

« Cultivate a strong pat-on-
the-back atmosphere by review-
ing the important functions
that attendees serve in their
organizations.

40 Training & Development Journal, October 1990

Conducting the workshop

Severd of the financial administra-
tors had asked to see their corrected
answer forms, so the subcommittee
decided to begin the workshop with
an informal review of the question-
naire and the attendees' responses.

Corrected answer forms were
returned to attendees on the first day
of the workshop, and overhead trans-
parencies plotted the responses to
each question. That made it possible
for attendees to compare their
answers. The results prompted con-
siderable discussion between the
survey participants. They advised,
corrected, and prodded one another,
leaving faculty largely on the sidelines.
That created amomentum that carried
through the entire program.

A success story

Participants accepted the question-
naire as a kind of novelty; it never
occurred to them that the agenda was
structured around the contents of a
procedures manual.

Asit turned out, the success of the
program depended only peripherally
on the faculty; the question-and-
answer review provided aforum for
participants. They initiated discus-
sion, argued fine points, corrected and
cajoled one another, and remembered
the faculty only when an overhead
transparency needed to be changed.

The workshop concluded with a
specia session for financial adminis-
trators only—workshop facilitators
and faculty were excluded—called
"Managing Your Court Administrator.”

Led by one of the financial admin-
istrators (who also happened to be a
subcommittee member), the session
allowed participants to exchange con-
fidences and develop strategiesto im-
plement the recommendations made
in the manual. It closed on ahigh note
as participants reminded one another
how much their court administrators
relied on them.

Theresults of apost-workshop evd-
uation questionnaire revealed that
nearly dl participantsfound the work-
shop to be valuable and highly moti-
vating. The subcommittee managed to
transform a generic organizational
controls manual—the kind of sleep-
inducing workshop material that
human resource professionals dread
—into adevice that sparked curiosity
and fostered aproductive and positive
learning experience. ¢



