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Evaluation 2016-15398 – Work Environment for
Nuclear Oversight
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Why the OIG Did This Evaluation
The Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) expects licensees to establish
a safety-conscious environment where employees are encouraged to
raise concerns and where such concerns are promptly reviewed, given the
proper priority based on their potential safety significance, and
appropriately resolved with timely feedback to employees. In March 2016,
the NRC issued a Chilled Work Environment Letter for Watts Bar Nuclear
Plant. The NRC concluded a “chilled work environment”i existed in the
Operations Department because of a perception that operators were not
free to raise safety concerns using all available avenues without fear of
retaliation. As a result of the Chilled Work Environment Letter issued to
the Tennessee Valley Authority, we initiated evaluations of the work
environments for operators at Sequoyah and Browns Ferry Nuclear Plants
and the Nuclear Oversight group. This report summarizes our review of
the Nuclear Oversight group which consists of both Quality Assurance
(QA) and the Employee Concerns Program (ECP).
What the OIG Found
We found the work environment for Nuclear Oversight is not always
conducive to raising concerns without fear of retaliation. Most QA
employees felt free to raise concerns or problems without fear of
retaliation; however, 1 QA employee informed us that although they would
report a nuclear quality problem or concern they would not report those
problems or concerns to their management. While most QA employees
felt free to raise concerns or problems, most ECP employees did not feel
free to raise concerns or problems without fear of retaliation. Our
interviews with QA and ECP personnel identified issues that could be
impacting employees’ willingness to report concerns including: (1) distrust
of management, (2) past concerns being overridden or ignored, (3) work
being influenced, and (4) QA rotational positions.
According to the NRC’s Policy Statement for Nuclear Employees Raising
Safety Concerns Without Fear of Retaliation, “A reluctance on the part of
employees to raise concerns is detrimental to nuclear safety.” The
Nuclear Oversight group, through the QA function, should provide
reasonable assurance that plant safety functions are performed in a
satisfactory manner. Additionally, Nuclear Oversight’s ECP is charged
with providing an independent avenue for employees to raise concerns.
i

According to the NRC Inspection Procedure 93100, “a ‘chilled work environment’ is one in which
employees perceive that raising safety concerns to their employer or to the NRC is being suppressed or
is discouraged and can occur because of an event, interaction, decision, or policy change.”
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Evaluation 2016-15398 – Work Environment for
Nuclear Oversight
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
With these key roles, it is crucial that employees in Nuclear Oversight feel
free to raise concerns without fear of retaliation.
What the OIG Recommends
We recommend the Executive Vice President and Chief Nuclear Officer:


Take appropriate actions to improve the environment for raising
concerns.



Identify opportunities to build trust between management and
employees.



Establish clear expectations for management providing input on
Nuclear Oversight work.



Assess the leadership skills of the Nuclear Oversight management
team and provide training as appropriate.



Determine if changes could be implemented to eliminate independence
concerns related to the rotational position process.

TVA Management’s Comments
TVA management stated they accepted the evaluation conclusions and
recommendations provided in the report and provided planned actions to
address the recommendations.
Auditor’s Response
The comments provided by management indicated certain actions will be
conducted on an on-going basis. Accordingly, we will check the status of
management’s planned actions intermittently to assess progress in
addressing the report’s findings and recommendations.
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BACKGROUND
The Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) expects licensees to establish a
safety-conscious environment where employees are encouraged to raise
concerns and where such concerns are promptly reviewed, given the proper
priority based on their potential safety significance, and appropriately resolved
with timely feedback to employees. According to the NRC, a safety conscious
work environment (SCWE) is an environment in which “employees feel free to
raise safety concerns, both to their management and to the NRC, without fear of
retaliation.” Retaliation for raising concerns is unacceptable and unlawful. Even
a perception that raising concerns has resulted in retaliation can generate a
chilling effect among workers that may discourage them from raising concerns.
The Tennessee Valley Authority’s (TVA) Standard Programs and Processes
11.8.4, Expressing Concerns and Differing Views, states that TVA is committed
to ensuring a SCWE that encourages employees to feel free to raise concerns
and/or offer opinions without fear of retaliation. The procedure sets forth the
expectation that all employees have a duty to be aware of circumstances that
may pose a threat to the safety and health of the public and TVA employees, to
operations, or of circumstances that are unethical, illegal, or in violation of
compliance standards. Employees have the right to have their concerns or
points of view heard by management when they consider the issue significant
and their view differs from a management decision. Differing views may be
voiced to any management level at any time. It is TVA policy that every
responsible view is valuable and should be heard and appropriately considered
in the decision making processes.
TVA’s Nuclear Oversight group consists of both Quality Assurance (QA) and the
Employee Concerns Program (ECP). Each nuclear site has a QA group and
1 ECP employee. Additionally, QA has an internal audit group and a vendor
audit group.


Overview of QA Activities – QA provides monitoring and assessment of
plant activities to ensure they are conducted in a quality manner. According
to the Nuclear Operating Model, the QA organization provides management
with independent oversight and effective implementation of the TVA Nuclear
QA Program and aggressive implementation of standard processes. It has
the authority to stop work activities when the quality of such work is not
meeting TVA Nuclear requirements, or when it is necessary to protect the
safety of personnel or the safety of the plant.
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The QA organization performs audits of internal TVA activities and activities
of suppliers that provide material to TVA. The audits are intended to provide
an objective evaluation of quality-related1 practices, procedures, instructions,
activities and items, and include a review of documents and records. The QA
organization also performs assessment and field observation activities.
Assessments are used to supplement audits, follow up on previous findings,
and verify performance in areas of concern to the nuclear oversight
organization or management. According to the Nuclear Operating Manual,
QA also performs observations to assess real-time field performance of line
organizations.


Overview of ECP Activities – ECP was established to help ensure the
SCWE by providing an alternate reporting avenue, independent of the line
organization, so that all employees supporting nuclear (including contractors)
are free to express safety issues, concerns, or differing views to nuclear
management without fear of reprisal. ECP is also responsible for ensuring
that management is informed of trends that could impact the SCWE.

In March 2016, the NRC issued a Chilled Work Environment Letter for Watts Bar
Nuclear Plant and requested TVA develop a plan of action to address the NRC’s
findings. The NRC concluded a chilled work environment2 existed in the
Operations Department because of a perception that operators were not free to
raise safety concerns using all available avenues without fear of retaliation.
As a result of the Chilled Work Environment Letter issued to TVA, we initiated
evaluations of the work environments for operators at Sequoyah and Browns
Ferry Nuclear Plants and the Nuclear Oversight group.

OBJECTIVE, SCOPE, AND METHODOLOGY
The objective of this evaluation was to determine if the work environment in
Nuclear Oversight is conducive to raising concerns without fear of retaliation.
The scope of the evaluation was limited to the perceptions of employees
obtained through interviews we conducted during May and June 2016.

1

2

Quality-related is a term which encompasses QA program requirements that describe activities which
affect structures, systems, and components. These requirements provide reasonable assurance that the
facility can be operated without undue risk to the health and safety of the public. In addition to safetyrelated structures, systems, components, and activities, the term quality-related encompasses the broad
class of plant features covered (not necessarily explicitly) in the General Design Criteria of the Code of
Federal Regulations, Title 10, Part 50, Appendix A, that contribute in an important way to the safe
operation and protection of the public in all phases and aspects of facility operation (i.e., normal
operation and transient control as well as accident mitigation).
According to the NRC Inspection Procedure 93100, “a ‘chilled work environment’ is one in which
employees perceive that raising safety concerns to their employer or to the NRC is being suppressed or
is discouraged and can occur because of an event, interaction, decision, or policy change.”
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To achieve our objective, we conducted interviews with Nuclear Oversight
employees using prescribed questions to determine if the work environment is
conducive to raising concerns without fear of retaliation. We performed
additional follow-up review of documentation and conducted additional interviews
to understand the issues identified.
We interviewed a total of 45 Nuclear Oversight personnel3 as follows:


Thirty-three QA employees and contractors.4



Four ECP employees.



Eight management personnel including the Vice President (VP) of Nuclear
Oversight, the General Manager of QA, 4 QA senior managers, 1 QA
manager, and 1 ECP senior manager.

This review was performed in accordance with the Council of the Inspectors
General for Integrity and Efficiency’s Quality Standards for Inspection and
Evaluation.

FINDINGS
We found the work environment for Nuclear Oversight is not always conducive to
raising concerns without fear of retaliation. Most QA employees felt free to raise
concerns or problems without fear of retaliation; however, 1 QA employee informed
us that although they would report a nuclear quality problem or concern they would
not report those problems or concerns to their management. While most QA
employees felt free to raise concerns or problems, most ECP employees did not
feel free to raise concerns or problems without fear of retaliation. Our interviews
with QA and ECP personnel identified issues that could be impacting employees’
willingness to report concerns including: (1) distrust of management, (2) past
concerns being overridden or ignored, (3) work being influenced, and (4) QA
rotational positions.

SOME EMPLOYEES DO NOT FEEL FREE TO RAISE CONCERNS
WITHOUT FEAR OF RETALIATION
Our interviews with Nuclear Oversight employees revealed 30 out of 33 QA
employees felt free to raise concerns without fear of retaliation; however, 3 out of
4 ECP employees interviewed did not feel free to raise concerns or problems
without fear of retaliation. Additionally, 2 out of 4 ECP employees interviewed
and 2 out of 33 QA employees did not feel free to raise all nuclear safety,
technical, or quality concerns without fear of retaliation.

3
4

We interviewed all of Nuclear Oversight with the exception of administrative personnel.
For the purposes of this report, when discussing QA employees, please note that 2 contractors are
included.
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While some people expressed fear of retaliation for raising issues, all QA and
ECP employees said they would report nuclear safety or quality problems and
concerns; however 1 QA employee indicated that they would report quality
concerns just not to their management. Additionally, some Nuclear Oversight
employees indicated they had experienced or were aware of others who had
experienced retaliation for raising concerns. Figure 1 below shows the
percentage of employees that responded “yes” to questions about reporting
concerns.
Figure 1: Responses Related to Reporting Concerns
Do you feel free to report a nuclear safety,
technical or quality concern without fear of
retaliation?

50%
94%
25%

Do you feel free to raise concerns or
problems without fear of retaliation?

91%
ECP
75%

Do you feel safe to raise concerns or
problems?

91%

QA

100%
100%

Would you report nuclear safety or quality
problems and concerns?
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Additionally, a declining SCWE in one group within QA was found as a result of
an investigation5 into an allegation received by the NRC. The investigation noted
some individuals were reluctant to raise some nonnuclear types of concerns and
indicated they self-select or screen concerns that they raised. During the course
of our review, it came to our attention that the manager under investigation, prior
to being selected as a manager in QA, had issues with his ability to create and
maintain a SCWE in his department.
Employees were also asked about their willingness to report concerns using
different avenues. We found most employees were comfortable reporting
nuclear safety, technical, or quality concerns through multiple avenues as shown
in Figure 2 on the following page.

5

This investigation was performed by Nuclear Licensing after the NRC received an allegation about a
declining SCWE in one QA group.
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Figure 2: Reporting Avenues6
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ISSUES THAT COULD IMPACT REPORTING OF CONCERNS
Through our interviews with Nuclear Oversight personnel, we identified issues
that could impact employees’ willingness to report concerns. These issues
include: (1) distrust of management, (2) past concerns being overridden or
ignored, (3) work being influenced, and (4) QA rotational positions.
Distrust of Management
Trust at all levels of management in Nuclear Oversight could be improved. When
asked about trust:


Five of 33 QA employees and 1 of 4 ECP employees did not trust their
supervisor.



Ten of 33 QA employees did not trust management below the VP.7



Four of 33 QA employees and 2 of 4 ECP employees did not trust the VP and
above. However, 2 of the employees who responded “no,” specifically stated
they were discussing the interim VP8 and had no trust issues with the current
VP.



Five of 8 Nuclear Oversight management interviewed indicated there were
some trust issues between employees and management.

6

7

8

The percentages included for site management excluded 2 QA employees that answered that the
question was not applicable to them.
QA has a general manager between the supervisor and VP position. ECP does not have any
management between supervisor and VP.
For part of the scope of the review, the VP of Nuclear Oversight was on a temporary assignment and the
General Manager of QA was named the interim VP.
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Past Concerns Being Overridden or Ignored
When asked about concerns being overridden by management, 5 of 33 QA
employees and 2 of 4 ECP employees indicated they felt this had happened.
Additionally, 4 of 33 QA employees and 2 of 4 ECP employees felt that
management had ignored concerns they had raised. Of the 6 people who
responded “yes” to management ignoring their concerns, 2 reported it was plant
management that had ignored their concerns. Additionally, 1 employee raised a
concern that was ignored by management, and after further questioning the
decision, he indicated he was given a warning. For those who responded “no” to
management ignoring their concerns, some indicated that concerns may have
been minimized.
Work Being Influenced
When asked if their work had been influenced, 8 of 33 QA and 2 of 4 ECP
employees felt that it had. Of those 10 employees, 8 employees indicated their
work had been influenced by the site, their own management, or Office of the
General Counsel; and 2 felt it had not been influenced in a negative manner. Of
the employees who did not feel their work was influenced, 1 mentioned covert
attempts by the plant to influence their work and 1 indicated a coworker had
attempted to influence their work. In addition, 4 of 33 QA employees and 1 of
4 ECP employees felt they had been pressured to change a report. Some
employees indicated their reports had been edited to minimize or soften issues.
QA Rotational Positions
The practice of rotating employees into the QA group from the plant was an issue
that came up several times in interviews. Multiple people expressed concerns
that rotational positions could impact independence, including that a fear of future
plant retaliation could cause concerns to be minimized or ignored by individuals
in rotational positions. At two of the three plants, the manager of QA was a
person who had rotated in from a plant position. Additionally, each of the plants
has employees who are currently working in rotational positions in the QA group.
According to a Nuclear Oversight employee, the use of rotational positions is an
industry-wide practice. However, the employee noted that at a past job,
employees were rotated into positions within a different group than the one they
came from at the end of rotational assignments. Nuclear Oversight management
also noted this is an industry-best practice and that it is a learning opportunity.
-

-

-

-

-

-

In summary, employees could be less willing to report concerns if (1) they do not
trust management, (2) concerns are overridden or ignored, (3) work is influenced,
or (4) rotational positions appear to impact independence. According to the
NRC’s Policy Statement for Nuclear Employees Raising Safety Concerns
Without Fear of Retaliation, “A reluctance on the part of employees to raise
concerns is detrimental to nuclear safety.” The Nuclear Oversight group, through
the QA function, should provide reasonable assurance that plant safety functions
are performed in a satisfactory manner. Additionally, Nuclear Oversight’s ECP is
charged with providing an independent avenue for employees to raise concerns.
Evaluation 2016-15398
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With these key roles, it is crucial that employees in Nuclear Oversight feel free to
raise concerns without fear of retaliation.

RECOMMENDATIONS
We recommend the Executive VP and Chief Nuclear Officer:


Take appropriate actions to improve the environment for raising concerns.



Identify opportunities to build trust between management and employees.



Establish clear expectations for management providing input on Nuclear
Oversight work.



Assess the leadership skills of the Nuclear Oversight management team and
provide training as appropriate.



Determine if changes could be implemented to eliminate independence
concerns related to the rotational position process.

TVA Management’s Comments – TVA management stated they accepted the
evaluation conclusions and recommendations provided in the report and
provided planned actions to address the recommendations. Some of the actions
planned by management include:


One-on-one visits between Nuclear Oversight management and employees.



Nuclear Oversight leadership having a Developmental Dimensions
International assessment as well as 360° feedback.



Conducting an independent assessment to understand the Safety
Culture/SCWE within Nuclear Oversight.



Enhancing procedures to clarify guidance on how reports are generated,
reviewed, and changed. This will also include roles and responsibility as well
as a process for employees to give feedback on and challenge to changes.



Conducting a formal benchmark of nine major nuclear fleets regarding their
use of Rotational Employees for QA Assessment.



Refocusing the Nuclear Oversight Employee Advisory Group to focus on and
provide recommendations on improving the work environment.



Conducting independent surveys at approximately 6-month intervals to gauge
the health of the department SCWE.

See the Appendix for TVA’s complete response.
Auditor’s Response – The comments provided by management indicated
certain actions will be conducted on an on-going basis. Accordingly, we will
check the status of management’s planned actions intermittently to assess
progress in addressing the report’s findings and recommendations.
Evaluation 2016-15398
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