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ABSTRACT
The Zapper program is SD1’s teambuilding program, which is a vital element necessary
to a high-performance organization. It is based on the book Zapp! by William Byham
(Byham, 1998). This book was written to provide motivation for empowering
employees. It is called Zapp! because it offers ideas for zapping energy into people
rather than sapping it from them. The scope of the program continues to change, but the
overall purpose remains the same, which is to provide the following to SD1 and all of our
employees:
Recruitment/Staffing: The Zapper program provides employees the opportunity to
develop teambuilding skills and a unique ability to meet others not in their specific job
area. Employees realize that the organization cares about their relationships with one
another. Retention is increased because employees feel a sense of connection with others
in the organization and a sense of purpose. Employees feel more empowered with the
opportunities to take on leadership positions within their team.
Training: The Zapper program is a “hands-on” training session that provides practice in
teambuilding skills, interpersonal communication, conflict resolution, time management
and goal setting. Most adult learners retain more information by doing, and this program
provides the ability to put learning into action in an open and safe environment.
Employee Relations/Communications: Employees can get to know one another better
and can communicate on a more personal level within their Zapper teams. Being on a
team together increases the chances of effective communication since the same goals are
in place. Vital communication skills are practiced such as listening, interpersonal
communication and conflict management. Employees have a greater sense of one
another’s purpose in the organization, which directly affects the overall morale of the
organization.
Diversity/Affirmative Action: Employees are able to work with others on their Zapper
teams who aren’t in the same position or “norms” as they are. The groups are diverse in
their make-up. This allows employees the ability to interact with those they may not be
around on a daily basis and create a sense of awareness and appreciation for those that are
different than they are.
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Employment Practices/Policies: Through the Zapper program employees learn what is
expected of them. They have a great opportunity to see first–hand the culture of the
organization. It is one that holds teamwork, positive attitude, respect and communication
as core values. The Zapper program brings these concepts to a higher level of
understanding and helps the organization maintain a level of high performance.
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INTRODUCTION
Sanitation District No. 1 (SD1) is responsible for the collection and treatment of Northern
Kentucky’s wastewater, and recently took over new storm water services. The District
serves 33 communities in Boone, Campbell and Kenton Counties of Northern Kentucky,
treating over 34 million gallons of wastewater every day. We currently have 188
employees.
METHODOLOGY
The program first began in the spring of 2000. It was designed to create a team
environment throughout the culture of our organization and to instill a feeling of
enthusiasm. Twelve teams were formed from a random mix of all employees. Each team
participated in several team-building activities.
The feedback was so positive that in the spring of 2001, the employees were again
randomly assigned to teams, only this time the focus was community service. Since SD1
is a public organization, the focus was shifted to include our organizational mission of
service. Teams came together to create a project and carry it out. The teams proposed a
project to the governing council of three before setting out to complete it. They reported
the results back in a presentation format after their project was finished.
In 2002, community service was again the theme; however, the teams were asked to keep
records of each meeting and stick to a restricted time frame. They were also asked to
complete individual evaluations of their teams as well as an overall team evaluation.
Teams added their own dynamic to the scope of the program in 2002 by joining forces
with other teams to take on larger projects.
In 2003, the program was divided into two sections, an internal and external focus. The
internal focus included a beautification of our treatment plant in which flowers were
planted and areas were cleaned. The external focus was again on community service.
Except this time, instead of being assigned to teams and formulating a project, projects
were discovered and teams were formed on a voluntary basis by attraction of the project.
Projects were chosen such as: helping elderly people with housework, refurbishing an
emergency shelter and building a Habitat for Humanity. Each employee was limited to
one project on company time.
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The program is modified every year in order to appeal to the variety of employees. We
still haven’t found a method that all 188 employees can embrace; however, each year the
program is custom-made and gets closer to 100% employee satisfaction.
RESULTS
The success of the program has been measured each year with one-on-one interviews
and/or surveys conducted by employees at all levels and departments upon completion of
the program. It is also measured by employee morale. This is something that is difficult
to quantify but can easily be seen in the relationships built during the program that
continue afterwards. One example is our company picnic. Every year in the summer, we
hold a picnic for all employees and their families. Before the Zapper program began,
employees would typically sit with those in their department. After each year of the
program, it is easy to witness employees starting to mix and interact more with
employees from other departments. This is just one example of the added benefits this
program has on the culture.
The total cost of the program was primarily in paid employee time away from their usual
job requirements. It equals about $46,250 or $250. per employee. This is approximately
2600 hours of employee time with the average salary of $18. per hour. It has been
extremely cost effective, especially when looking at the return on investment.
Changes are made every year to the program in order to maintain a fresh and exciting
edge. At the end of the year, the evaluations are averaged and the next year’s program is
formed based on the feedback the employees provide. In 2003, a committee of
volunteers was formed to help determine the format. This provided added insight and
buy-in from employees. One of the most difficult aspects of this program is that it is
nearly impossible to please everyone. This program is one that is a significant piece of
our “culture pie.”
Each year at our employee recognition dinner the program results are celebrated with the
entire organization. Each team is recognized for their achievements. Public awareness
and appreciation is important so that all employees know how vital the program is to the
culture.
CONCLUSION
The concept of the Zapper program itself is easily replicated. Creating teams of
employees that share a common goal is a relatively simplistic theory. The difficult
portion is finding the time to complete the process, especially within a large organization.
Employees in our organization are given an average of 14 hours total to complete all
phases of the process. Teams are broken up into an average of 12 people, but that can be
changed as the company sees fit. The most important aspect for implementing this
program is that it must fit with the organization’s mission and culture. If the organization
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is not one that values teamwork and the empowerment of every employee, then it will
likely not be as successful as it has been for SD1.
The Zapper program has become such a vital key to our organization’s success that our
culture would severely suffer without it. It has become like recess to a child at school. If
the child doesn’t get their break or diversion from normalcy, then they won’t function
well during the rest of their work. And if they have no time to interact with other
students in a fun and safe environment, they will likely never be able to work together
effectively.
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