
We’ve always done it that way

If there is a frequently stated and irritating an-
swer to a question it has to be:  “We’ve always 
done it that way.”  There is another good one: 
“They don’t pay me to think.”  In the literature 
these are called killer phrases, phrases that are 
used to head off new ideas.  But what if “We’ve 
always done it that way.” is the real reason.  If 
you have never seen another way to do some-
thing, it is difficult to imagine or risk doing 
something different.  In your county organiza-
tion where do new ideas come from?  Perhaps a 
commissioner has a vision one night after eating 
too much pepperoni pizza.  Or do we rely on 
citizens to phone in ideas on how to improve.  
We certainly get ideas this way, but it is not a 
very good system, and there are better ways.  

New ideas can certainly come from within our 
county, from both our employees and citizens.  
We should always be open to new ideas and 
efficiencies that are submit to us.  Some people 
rely on vendors to tell them what is going on in 
other counties.  There is nothing wrong listen-
ing to vendors, but don’t forget that they make 
a living selling something, and what they tell 
you may only be what they want you to know.  
Industry publications and magazines are a good 
source of information if you are a reader.  The 
problem with national magazines is applying the 
information to your specific weather conditions, 
regulations and situation.  For road people the 
Kansas LTAP quarterly newsletter is very help-
ful.  However, the best source of new ideas is 
formal training and peer meetings outside of the 
county.  

It seems that training is one of the first items 
scaled back when there are budget issues.  The 
problem with cutting back training is that 
training doesn’t really reduce the budget very 
much.  However, inefficiency and people not 
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For road people, the Kansas LTAP 
quarterly newsletter is very helpful.  
However, the best source of new 
ideas is formal training and peer 
meetings outside of the county.  
It seems that training is one of the 
first items scaled back when there 
are budget issues.  

The problem with cutting back training is that training 
doesn’t really reduce the budget very much.  However, 
inefficiency and people not knowing what they are 
doing costs the county every day; it just doesn’t show 
up as a line item in the budget.  For example, take a 
look at the windrow pictured above. 

The blade operator had pulled the shoulder and put 
the grass and dirt in the windrow.  When you mix dirt 
and limestone together, you don’t just get dirty rock, 
when it rains you get mud.  So, this blade operator 
ruined 2 miles of rock.  The point is this blade operator 
was not properly trained, and obviously didn’t know 
what he was doing.  The county saved on training, but 
it is costing them thousands of dollars just in this two 
miles.  

That is not the proper way to run an organization.  
We cannot afford to have untrained people operating 
expensive equipment, applying expensive materials,         	
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ON THE ROAD
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

We’ve always done it that way

If there is a frequently stated and irritating answer   
to a question it has to be:  “We’ve always done it 
that way.”  There is another good one: “They don’t 

pay me to think.”  In the literature these are called 
killer phrases, phrases that are used to head off new 
ideas.  But what if “We’ve always done it that way.” is 
the real reason.  If you have never seen another way 
to do something, it is difficult to imagine or risk doing 
something different.  In your county organization 
where do new ideas come from?  Perhaps a county 
official has a vision one night after eating too much 
pepperoni pizza.  Or do we rely on citizens to phone 
in ideas on how to improve.  We certainly get ideas 
this way, but it is not a very good system, and there are 
better ways.  

New ideas can certainly come from within our county, 
from both our employees and citizens.  We should 
always be open to new ideas and efficiencies that are 
submit to us.  Some people rely on vendors to tell 
them what is going on in other counties.  There is 
nothing wrong listening to vendors, but don’t forget 
that they make a living selling something, and what 
they tell you may only be what they want you to know.  
Industry publications and magazines are a good source 
of information if you are a reader.  

The problem with national magazines is applying 
the information to your specific weather conditions, 
regulations and situation.  

Windrow Example
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and perhaps doing the work incorrectly or poorly.  
As the above example illustrates the most expensive 
training is learning by screwing up.   

Management and human resources training is readily 
available through KAC’s Institute of Excellence.  
Specialized training for road departments is available 
through Kansas LTAP (K U Transportation Center).  
KAC and Kansas LTAP have partnered to develop a 
Roads Scholar Program that has a defined coursework 
and has three levels of certification.  Most of the classes 
are one day and cost from $140 to $75.  

Most county departments are associated with a state 
association.  Road departments have the Kansas 
County Highway Association.  State and district 
meetings provide excellent opportunities to pick up 
ideas, and they don’t cost very much.  As you can tell 
from my picture at the top of this article, I have been 
around a long time, and I think I know more than a 
few things about roads.  However, there is seldom a 
meeting I attend that I don’t learn something.  Another 
good way to pick up ideas is to visit neighboring 
counties to see what they are doing.  Sometimes you 
see good things, and sometimes you see bad things, 
but they are all valuable lessons.   

Now if there are any commissioners that have read this 
far (I always say that, but I know most commissioners 

read every word I write), there are road departments 
in this state that are behind the times.  They never 
get out of the county to see what is going on, and it 
shows.  I am doing the best I can from Topeka to help 
them, but it is up to the commissioners to see that the 
county is run properly.  You need to insist on training, 
and you need to insist that your department heads 
are attending meetings and bringing back ideas to 
implement. 

Political offices are designed to be temp jobs, upon 
election you may have a good idea on what the 
priorities of the people are, but little knowledge on 
how to deliver.  The last thing you want to hear is:  “I 
don’t know, we have always done it that way.”  So insist 
on a training plan for all departments.  Resist the false 
economy of cutting back on training.   You will actually 
sleep better knowing that you have trained employees 
doing the work efficiently and properly, rather than 
stumbling through the day because they have always 
done it that way.  

If you like roads, and who doesn’t, you may be 
interested in my twice monthly email on current road 
issues and road items of statewide interest.  If you 
would like to receive these emails just send me an 
email request with position, and county or company at 
bowers@kansascounties.org .
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