July 16, 2008 SWAN Meeting

Attendees:  Pat Cleland, 5910; Carolyn Daniel, 6034; Kristin Dion, 1524; Carol Harrison, 5534; Nancy Jackson, 6726; Rachel Kolb, 12140; Adriane Littlefield, 6721; Lori Parrott, 12142; Leslie Phinney, 1513; Colista Reynolds, 5925; Michelle Skaggs, 12140; Georgianne Smith, 3500; Annie Tomlinson, 12140; and Kay Vugrin, 5578.
Sandia Women’s Action Network sponsored a brownbag brainstorm session to explore issues related to the work environment at Sandia in three broad categories: recruiting/retention, career development, and work life balance. Small groups discussed each category in more detail.  These notes will be synthesized with notes from a similar exercise at Sandia/California and used in prioritizing efforts for the women’s advocacy networks at each site.

Listed below are the brainstorm notes and a summary of the discussion for each area.

Recruiting and Retention


Brainstorm notes:

Things that SNL does well:

Challenging work 

Post-hire educational programs (MFP, for example)

Ongoing relationships w/ many universities, professional assoc.

Post + bid process offers options to reinvent oneself

Straightforward online application process

Great colleagues 

Careers for partners

Retention: not many other eng. /sci. jobs in city

Collegial work environment compared to academia
Can do whatever you can get funded

Pension, benefits for continuing employees

Things that SNL could improve:

SEE candidates not diverse

Bad management

Too much influence by LMC
Not enough women in the pipeline to promote into mgt. positions (it’s not because we don’t have women) (we’re not doing enough to recognize, recruit, develop, etc.)

Benefits not competitive 

Ability to attract “coast” people to ABQ (NY, LA)

Albuquerque’s single scene is lacking

Future and present research opportunities not good enough to attract good PhD’s 

Doctoral study program reduced to 2 years- impossible to complete

Affinity groups of new hires (leper colony) and formal indoctrination lacking

[Non] Competitive R+D salaries (versus industry comparisons)

Better w/ new employees from school than experienced employees

Clearance process

Frequent reorganizations is confusing and possibly not effective

Pension, benefits changes for new hires

Rules regarding electronics (iPods, computers, phones)

Discussion summary

Our discussion began with  the challenges facing new hires at Sandia.  We discussed the lack of social groups for those coming to Albuquerque, and how it challenges retention.  In the past, there were “colonies” of new hires at Research Park, and currently we could only name one interactive group of new hires, the College Cyber Defenders under Karen Shanklin.   These interactive groups have helped and continue to help new hires and student interns acclimate to New Mexico.  We also discussed the past attempts to create a weekly women’s gathering, and how it may have failed because it was scheduled at 4:30pm when women want to get home to their families.  Women need the social time, but instead, we suggested that this type of gathering take place somewhere convenient during lunch time.

Following this was talk of the lack of women in high management level positions.  The group felt that the pipeline was lacking in enough women to make it into level-two management and director positions.  We discussed how this could both be a result of women not aspiring to management positions and a psychosocial system that exists by human nature.  In other words, we tend to promote those like us, and if men are in management it is hard to get them to promote anyone other than men.  We also talked about the lack of grooming women for management positions.  One of the group members described her senior manager’s unique way of inviting a few rotated staff members to level -one manager meetings to expose them to the management world and effectively “groom them.”  She discussed how her level-two manager made sure to invite both men and women staff even though the entire level-one management team was male.  

Next, we discussed how the lack of women in management could be a result of management not looking attractive anymore, especially at level one.  Women may not want to deal with the bureaucracy of management and the fight against men in management.  We discussed how SWAN should encourage women to be in management at level-one in order to increase the likelihood of women entering level-two positions to do away with the bureaucracy.

Finally, we discussed how SWAN could reach out to young women in high school.  There is a good program for middle school students, MANOS, and a good group at some high schools, MESA, but these groups mainly attract young men.   Being more attractive to young women is an important recruiting tool for those young females who do not have family or role models who work in STEM fields or encourage them toward math and science.

Career Development 

Brainstorm notes

Things that SNL does well:

Good classes available

Workshops at center level

National impact of some work

32 hours strategic education
Professional society participation opportunities

Big institution, so several choices exist for staff, level 1 mgrs.

Things that SNL could improve:

With technical background but feel trapped in clerical position

Not enough mgt involvement in working with employees 

Requirement for employee to have line, programmatic and external experiences to advance. No formal planning to create opportunities for this to happen

High management turnover leads to lack of continuity and affects career development

Need more mentoring and coaching for women @ the Labs

Part-time may limit opportunities for growth

Educational assistance recently limited to full-time employees

Little to no opportunity for senior management

Little to no opportunity for promotion

Mentoring program reductions

Few mgmt types interested in championing women’s careers

DSP program gutted

Focus on educational credentials versus experience

Discussion summary:

A big concern seemed to be with upper management and promotion opportunities for women.  We went briefly through all the items written on the white board, touching on cuts in education opportunities and lack of mentorship programs for SNL workers, particularly women.  Some of the members of the group seemed concerned that SNL's Ph.D program imposed the expectation on employees to complete their degree in 24 months while working full- or part-time.  While this issue affects men and women, women may be the more negatively impacted by such cuts.
Most of the discussion was centered around promotion.  Members of the group seemed concerned with maintaining a balance between new (young, out of college with a degree) and experienced workers, and illustrated problems where workers with a lower-level degree or lesser education could not become prime candidates for promotion even despite years of work experience. SNL needs to maintain a better balance between these two scenarios (experience vs. college) in order to preserve the ideal intellectual conditions for high-level work.  The group members also showed concerns over SNL's ability to get new, younger workers to stay on for an extended length of time - such as a whole career.  It is important to get young, fresh talent, but it is also important to ensure that those workers can provide the Labs with a long-running period of service.  This eases constant recruitment and turnover.

As far as promotion, it appears that one of the biggest problems is a schism between the upper-level management, which seems to be mostly men, and the rest of the SNL workers.  SNL workers sometimes feel limited or unable to discuss their situation and ideas with VPs and other 'powers that be,' and sometimes they are unaware of opportunities for promotion.  It seems that SNL workers value the ability to interact directly with those above them, instead of hearing vague corporate news passed down the grapevine from somewhere above.  They need to be better informed about the current structure and affairs of SNL in order to take full control of their career paths.  Women would also like the ability to sit down with managers, illustrate their future goals, and plot a long-term path to get there.  All they need to be more empowered is more information.

Many of the issues discussed, while perhaps more particular to or keenly felt by women, applied to the general workplace as well.  It is not that the problems within SNL specifically discriminate against women; due to the situation women are in, they just carry a stronger impact on a smaller population.  

Work Life Balance

Brainstorm notes:

Things that SNL does well:

Telecommuting- more of it

9/80 schedule

Supportive of part-time schedules

Healthy lifestyle support (HBE)

Lots of vacation

Childcare referral service

Things that SNL could improve:

To be promoted must put in long hours

Training, educational opportunities tailored to working moms

No support for positions that require travel

Long hire time, if staff acquires temporary project, the only backup for existing work is likely working longer

No onsite childcare

Bias against part-timers in performance review and promotions

Discussion summary:

The work-life balance group’s purpose was to think about issues in balancing work with outside life.  Topics developed in the brainstorm session included telecommuting, work hours, HBE, childcare, and bias in management regarding performance review and promotions.  The work-life balance breakaway group eventually focused on three topics:  telecommuting, flexible work hours, and evaluating performance.  These topics are interrelated.


The group saw many benefits in telecommuting, especially in light of current gas prices.  They agreed that although telecommuting would benefit all employees, regardless of gender, women were more sensitive to the demands of a strict work schedule, and would be better off if given more opportunities to telecommute.  This isn’t to say men would not benefit from telecommuting.  Some concerns were raised about employee and manager accountability for telecommuting.  The consensus seemed to be that managers must know enough about their employees and their projects to know if the work is getting done from home.  This “manager accountability” was the key to successful telecommuting.

More flexible work hours for all women at Sandia (again, all Sandia employees would benefit from this) were suggested by different members of the group.  Flexible scheduling could include telecommuting options, a ten hour workday, and medical leave and part time options when necessary.  Accommodating employees with reasonable out-of-work commitments, such as raising children, will create a more welcoming, pleasant environment for employees.

Bias in evaluating performance of part-time employees, and, potentially, telecommuters, was seen as one of the biggest problems in management.  Part-time employees are often given poorer reviews than full time employees working at comparable jobs.  The group agreed that there is probably no consistency in training managers how to evaluate part-timers.  It is often up to managers to decide how part-time workers should be handled.  This bias is also evident in promotions.  


The group eventually put forward three possibilities to present to Sandia:  encouraging broader use of telecommuting, encouraging more flexibility in working hour policies, and developing and employing more consistency in evaluating performance of nontraditional employees.  They decided these recommendations would be made for all Sandians, not just women.


It should be mentioned that childcare was discussed as much as the other topics, but it did not become one of the three most important because of the difficulty in approaching it.  It was suggested that if diversity is stressed as an important workplace value, programs that encourage it should be supported.

