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Overview

If attendance is any indicator, the first post-specific ICASS training offered by our Washington team in Moscow from March 13-17, 2000, was a great success. One hundred people from various customer and service provider offices attended both the Overview and Customer-Focused Management sessions. Approximately fifty people attended sessions covering the ICASS budget and cost distribution methodology, ICASS reports and the NSDD-38 module. More than thirty people participated in ICASS case studies, and 21 individuals received more detailed instruction in the use of the ICASS software. Agencies participating in the training included State, USAID, INS, Peace Corps, FBI, FCS, DOE, State/INL, NASA, and DOD. One new FSN employee from Embassy Vilnius also attended.

Numbers aside, at an exit interview and feedback session, the post’s ICASS co-chairman and others described the feedback they were receiving from their employees as overwhelming positive. This was supported by responses to session-specific evaluation forms. Americans and FSNs alike claimed that their understanding of basic ICASS principles and practices was much enhanced by the training. In addition, ICASS Council members hoped to use what they learned in the session on Customer-Focused Management to review and improve post’s ICASS service standards and ensure that those standards are well known to service providers and customers alike and that they are used to measure performance.

 

Background

In February 2000, Moscow’s ICASS Council, at the behest of USAID/Moscow, requested post-specific ICASS training for its Council members and other employees. It offered to cover the costs of an FSI trainer, and FSI agreed to participate with the understanding that it was assisting in the development of a program that the ISC would subsequently bear responsibility for. 

Moscow’s ICASS Council meets monthly, and is co-chaired by the Peace Corps Director and the USAID Executive Officer. The DCM and Administrative Officer attend all meetings as ex-officio members. Most agency representatives are not the heads of their agencies. The Council functions as its own ICASS Working Group; thus to this point there has been relatively little involvement of FSN employees. As we discovered at the first training session, very few Moscow personnel, service provider or otherwise, had received any formal ICASS training. The Peace Corps Co-Chairman of the ICASS Council was only able to attend the first session of the training due to critical program commitments in Yekaterinburg. As he put it, "ICASS duties are important to me, but my volunteers come first." The USAID Co-Chairman was present at almost all sessions.

The schedule for the training the team presented in Moscow is attached for your information.

 

Lessons Learned 

· Basic Syllabus: The basic structure of the course, which combined elements of the ICASS Executive Seminar and Working with ICASS, was responsive to post’s needs and interests. 

· Post-Specificity: The Moscow experience convinced that the post-specific format is effective. Synergy among post Council participants and others was excellent, and we were able to use Moscow’s own budget and service standards as training aids, which very obviously increased the relevance to those involved. At several points in the training, participants expressed the desire to work together to put what they had learned to work in improving Moscow’s ICASS program. 

· Session Size: Each session should be limited to no more than 30 participants. The two large sessions in Moscow caught us by surprise and it was clear that in such large groups many employees, especially FSNs, were reluctant to raise questions or share insights. Depending on the number of trainers, participants, and available time, large groups might either be split and trained in different locations or additional sessions covering the same material might be offered. 

· Country Team Involvement: If an ICASS Council is not predominantly composed of heads of agency, the team should obtain a commitment from the post that its country team will participate in a one-hour Overview session covering the principles, tools, roles, and responsibilities of ICASS. In any case, the initial Overview session should not be scheduled to conflict with a country team meeting as occurred in Moscow. We acknowledge, and observed several indications, that senior post personnel are extremely busy and indeed may have higher program priorities. Nonetheless, we believe that they should share a common understanding of the system through which shared services are provided (and billed to) their agencies. Moscow’s DCM generously hosted a lunchtime meeting of the ICASS Council at his residence during the team’s visit; three agency heads were present. 

· Advance Provision of Training Materials: We provided session-specific training materials at each session. For future training, we would recommend providing materials in advance to those employees who have made a commitment to attend. This will give those employees a jump on mastering ICASS terminology and concepts, some of which can be confusing and complicated at first exposure, particularly to FSNs whose first language may not be English. 

· Acronyms: A separate sheet containing key acronyms should be passed out at the initial training session. During training sessions, instructors should take care to explain acronyms, including ICASS, as the need to use them arises. 
· Case Studies: Participants enjoyed and benefited from the case study sessions. Some recommended adding more case studies to the program, and other suggested that case studies be a bit less complex to facilitate FSN participation. 

· Service Standard Review: The session on service standards generated excellent participation and inspired those present to engage in a review of those service standards of greatest relevance to them. That said, breaking up into fifteen different groups and having each present its evaluated and often rewritten standard proved cumbersome. Future sessions should be kept smaller in size, and in the standard review exercise, trainers, with the assistance of post personnel, should take care to group Americans and FSNs, customers and service providers according to their familiarity with the standard(s) they will evaluate. A review of any service standard should begin with an identification of the standard’s objective (e.g., reduce cost, improve service). In addition, trainers should suggest that the post follow the session with one of its own to define the way forward. 

 

The Way Forward

The task now facing the ICASS Service Center (ISC) is to take the lessons learned from this first post-specific, comprehensive ICASS training and develop it into a package which can be offered to other posts. The two most obvious challenges in this regard will be talent and money. If the IWG agrees that the idea has merit and warrants action, we need to find a suitable trainer(s) who both presents concepts effectively and has enough experience with the ICASS to be a credible source of information and guidance on the 

program. In addition, we’ll need to identify funding for this trainer(s).
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