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1. SUMMARY: The Regional Initiatives Council (RIC), with

the full support of the ICASS Executive Board (IEB), is

implementing Collaborative Management Initiative (CMI)

reforms that will enable customers and service providers

to find common software platforms, business procedures,

and service standards at all posts.  This cable reiterates

the IEB's support for State's previous decision (reftel)

to establish consistent, straightforward methodologies for

gathering and entering ICASS data into ICASS budget

software.  It also introduces a new initiative by the RIC

to develop uniform ICASS service standards that will

eventually be used in conjunction with other

standardization efforts to ensure that resources are

allocated equitably. The IEB supports these efforts. END

SUMMARY

2. The Department of State's Collaborative Management

Initiative (CMI) is intended to achieve many longstanding

management goals of ICASS by improving service and

reducing costs. CMI was developed by the Regional

Initiatives Council (RIC), composed of the Regional

Executive Directors as well as Directors in M/PRI.  The

ICASS Service Center and RM/BP are ex-oficio members.

3. Through CMI, which responds to the President's

Management Agenda on Rightsizing and Regionalization,

Regional and Functional Bureaus are collaborating with the

Office of the Under Secretary for Management (M) to

standardize business processes, use common metrics to

evaluate costs and services across posts and regions, and

regionalize or outsource functions as appropriate to

improve efficiency and free up scarce resources for our

core mission of diplomacy.  When this initiative is fully

implemented, customers and service providers will transfer

from post to post and find common software platforms,

common business procedures, and common standards.  For

further details on the CMI, please go to the M/PRI website

at http://mpri.m.state.gov.

4. The ICASS Executive Board (IEB) has always been

supportive of service provider initiatives that seek cost

reductions and service quality improvements, as well as

initiatives streamlining ICASS.  In reftel, the ICASS

Executive Board expressed support for the service

providers' decision to develop consistent, straightforward

methodologies for gathering and entering ICASS data into

the ICASS budget software.  That effort is now well

underway and will be presented to posts in time to be

incorporated in the FY09 workload counts.  Reftel also

noted our intention to develop uniform service standards

that cut across post and bureau lines.  This cable

describes the program created by the RIC and approved by

the Undersecretary for Management.  We are pleased that

the IEB has expressed strong support for it.

5.  According to ICASS precepts, every post is expected to

develop service standards that establish the rights and

responsibilities of service providers and customers.

Those service standard agreements spell out the elements

of each service, and specify the level at which or how

long each should take to perform.  Historically, each post

has developed its own standards in a negotiation between

service provider and customer based upon local conditions

and resource constraints.

6. Why introduce Uniform Service Standards?  To the extent

that each post establishes its own standards, there has

been considerable variation in service levels from post to

post, often based on history or the status quo, rather

than intention or sound business reasons.  In addition to

raising questions of equity, these different standards

have made it difficult, if not impossible, to determine

whether we are doing well or poorly as an organization at

providing any given service.  Likewise, we cannot easily

determine if costs are appropriate or if services are

being provided efficiently.

7. To address that, we, in cooperation with the ICASS

Service Center and representatives of customer agencies

and service providers, intend to develop uniform service

standards to serve as benchmarks for all posts. Variations
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from post to post in funding, staffing levels, and other

local conditions will mean some posts will not be able to

meet the common standards; conversely, other posts may

meet or far exceed them.  Recognizing that reality,

establishing uniform benchmarks is a first step to

figuring out what is possible - and equitable.

Establishing universal benchmarks for service delivery

(subject to change as regional and worldwide results are

evaluated over time) will ultimately help guide decisions

about the appropriate allocation of resources.

8. Next Steps

The process will begin in January, when the RIC will bring

together a group of representative service providers and

customers to identify key services within cost centers

that are universal, easily defined, and measured.  The

goal will be to establish uniform service standards for

those services that can be met by most posts at least 75%

of the time.  Participants will solicit input from post

customers and service providers in their regions during

the weeks leading up to the workshop.  We encourage all

interested parties to participate in this process.

9. By this time next year, the RIC will begin reporting

preliminary results to the ICASS Working Group and

Executive Board.  That report will provide customers and

service providers with an opportunity to discuss which

cost center service standards need to be revised.

10. Uniform Service Standards:

-  result in greater transparency and greater

accountability to ICASS customers, service providers,

Senior Post Management, Regional Bureaus, and Department

Managers.

-  allow objective comparisons between posts so that we

can find out who is doing well and who needs help.

-  tell service providers what is expected of them by

providing outside, objective benchmarks to measure

success.

-  enable service providers to better identify and define

challenges that are truly unique to each post, by

measuring local performance against standard expectations.

-  provide a tool to identify resource inequities so the

Department can better allocate resources and spread best

practices.

-  allow for one common, collaborative conversation

between all stakeholders about priorities instead of 260

isolated conversations.

-   allow for common customer and service provider

expectations as employees move from post to post.

-  allow ICASS customers at the agency level to establish

and choose between priorities. (For example, is it more

important to process vouchers within four days or fix

sinks within four days?  If it will result in a cost

savings of X dollars, should the standard for processing

vouchers be six days?  Should average maintenance response

time be three days at an increased cost of X dollars?)

-  allow the service provider at the agency level to make

equitable decisions about staffing increases, cuts,

regionalizing, or outsourcing.

-  provide a sound basis for conversations with OMB and

Congress about funding and priorities.

11. Uniform service standards work hand in hand with

common business practices to lower costs and improve

quality.

-  The use of uniform service standards, SOPs, and common

process maps enables FSI to better prepare service

providers for their responsibilities.

-  Uniform service standards and business practices are

essential for real LES empowerment.  They give LES the

ability to work authoritatively with other posts and to

participate fully in developing improved corporate

practices.  When LES are limited to understanding only

their own post systems, they are cut off from being full

partners.

- Uniform service standards simplify and reduce costs for

developing common software by hardwiring in metrics for

one standard, not for many.

12. Questions and Answers about Uniform Service Standards

a. Question:   How will customer agencies be involved in

establishing these standards?

Answer:  Establishing the initial benchmarks is the first

step in an ongoing process and primary action will rest

with State, as the primary service provider.  The IEB and

IWG will be invited to take part in this process when it

begins in January.

b.      Question:       What will the immediate impact be on service
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delivery?

Answer:  It is important for customers to recognize that

no service provider at any post is being asked to reduce

service to meet a standard that might be lower than they

have already established, nor are any resource decisions

being made immediately.  State, as the service provider,

is simply establishing a common benchmark against which

each post can be compared.

Most importantly for ICASS customers, be assured that the

uniform service standards will not be set at the lowest

common denominator.  Rather, they will be set according to

what the majority of posts think is attainable.  Many

posts will not be able to meet the new standards, whereas

some posts will substantially exceed them.  Once there is

data on how posts are actually doing, customers and

service providers will be able to talk knowledgeably about

where the bar should be set.  At that point, discussion

can occur in several areas:

-Which cost centers do service providers need to do better

on?  Should additional resources be applied or should the

standard be lowered?

-In which cost centers are service providers consistently

exceeding standards?  Should resources be cut back on

those or should the standard be raised?

Once agreement is reached between customers and service

providers, then the Department of State's job as primary

service provider will be to find a way to improve service,

cut costs, and/or reallocate resources, based on those

benchmarks.

c. Question:    Will uniform service standards be designed

to take differing local circumstances into consideration?

(For example, different governments vary in the length of

time they take to process diplomatic IDs, tax refunds, car

registrations, etc. - all of which are outside the control

of the service provider.)

Answer:  Uniform standards can only apply to elements of a

service over which the service provider has control.

d. Question:    Doesn't implementing uniform service

standards infringe on the principle of local empowerment?

Answer:  Nothing in this initiative eliminates local

empowerment as it was originally intended.  Posts will

still be expected to exercise their best judgment to

respond to local conditions so that they can provide

services in the most effective, efficient way.  For

example, some posts might outsource or regionalize a

particular service that other posts perform in house.

This initiative provides a framework to more transparently

define comparative requirements between posts so we can

more effectively and equitably allocate resources in a way

that allows all posts to meet minimum standards.

e. Question:  Won't uniform service standards limit the

ability of posts to respond to their customers'

requirements and priorities?

Answer: Establishing common standards doesn't end a

conversation, it begins it, by providing a common

reference point that enables State and IEB decision makers

to make informed and rational business decisions to

appropriately balance requirements and resources.

Uniform service standards also allow customers to have

similar expectations of what to reasonably expect as they

transfer from post to post, they tell managers what is

expected of them instead of making them guess, and they

provide outside benchmarks against which to measure

themselves.

There will be no resource shifts the first year.  Posts

that are able to exceed the standards will continue to do

so.  It may be that the data will show that the majority

of posts greatly exceed a particular uniform standard or

that a particular standard doesn't meet the needs of

customer agencies, in which case the standard can be

raised.

f. Question:    Won't uniform service standards limit or

remove the ability of post management to manage their

resources?

Answer:  Developing uniform service standards is a first

step in balancing local priorities against limited central

resources and equity with other posts.  Striking that

balance is appropriate because, while resources are

managed at the post level, they are provided centrally.
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Under the current structure, individual post standards

follow available resources, often based on history or

accident rather than any rational business standard.

g. Question:  Won't uniform service standards force posts

that are doing something well to lower their service

standards?

Answer:  Under the current system, it is difficult to know

if superior outcomes are based on inequities in resources

or on better management.  Similarly, there may be posts

that cannot provide a high level of service because they

are understaffed or under resourced compared with other

posts in similar circumstances.  It is in the interest of

the Department and its customers to reduce those

inequities and uniform service standards are a useful tool

to achieve that end.

Uniform service standards make it easier to identify a

post that is able to exceed standards because of superior

management and to make it an exemplar so that all posts

can benefit from its superior business practices.

Uniform service standards should never be seen as

discouraging individual service providers from giving less

than their best effort.  In fact, by establishing

benchmarks, just the opposite should occur.  Similarly,

post-level customers should not unfairly evaluate service

providers based on failure to meet uniform service

standards while we are in transition.

h. Question:  What happens to posts that can't meet the

uniform service standards?

Answer:  During the first year, nothing.  Every post

should continue to do the best they can to provide

excellent service within their existing resources - just

as they always have.  Establishing uniform service

standards is just a first step.  Evaluating those

standards after a reasonable period of time is the

essential next step to determine if they are realistic

based on available resources and if they adequately meet

customer needs.  It is likely that many posts won't be

able to meet the common standards because of differences

in staffing and local circumstances, but establishing

uniform benchmarks is a first step to figuring out what is

possible.  No resources will be reallocated until a

baseline has been established and performance has been

evaluated.

13. As customers and partners in ICASS, the ICASS

Executive Board has joined with us in recognizing the

necessity for change. We are pleased that the IEB supports

these efforts and are committed to working in partnership

with them to ensure that changes are made transparently

and objectively.  We look forward to working with the IEB

in the coming months as, together, we continue to

transform the way we do business overseas to reduce costs

and improve service.  We encourage your suggestions and

evaluations of the changes as they are proposed and

implemented.

14. Minimize considered.

RICE

