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Markers of Nuclear Plant Performance Decline 

 

INTRODUCTION 

When performance at a nuclear plant declines, good operators put in a strong recovery program. But 
these programs can be costly and challenging to execute well. How can nuclear plant operators “see it 
coming?” Since prevention is always better than corrective action, identifying the markers—the leading 
indicators of performance decline—can be very valuable. 
 
ScottMadden has helped a number of clients with their recovery programs. We recently tapped the 
expertise and experience of our consultants to turn the clock back and identify the markers that 
preceded the need for recovery for these clients. We found a number of common threads. This report 
sets forth those commonalities to help nuclear plant operators anticipate potential problems and 
prevent performance from continuing to decline and costs continuing to mount. 
 
These are the kinds of symptoms and behaviors that may not show up in a quarterly summary of 
performance indicators, organizational effectiveness surveys results, INPO ratings, your position in the 
reactor oversight process action matrix, etc. 
 
Our experience shows that plants that can approach what they see in this regard with an open mind 
and resist the temptation to be defensive and rationalize or explain away indicators of performance 
decline will stand the greatest chance of avoiding the need for performance recovery. 
 
Based on our experience and expertise as leading nuclear management consultants, we believe there 
are five markers of potential performance decline that should be on each plant’s radar: 
 

1. Stations have difficulty understanding current performance and how it compares to others 
2. All levels of station leadership do not effectively and consistently drive performance 
3. Station staffing and succession planning have been neglected 
4. There are problems with plant equipment and getting work done 
5. Foundational nuclear programs are not well executed 

 
Each of these markers is discussed below. 
 
1. Stations have difficulty understanding current performance and how it compares to others 

 Performance indicators do not capture what is important to plant performance (i.e., they are 
not measuring the right things and/or are not adequately predictive) 

 Performance indicators are not regularly or effectively monitored and challenged 

 Performance is compared to your own from last year rather than how industry leading 
stations perform 

 Inputs of some indexed performance indicators are not well understood (e.g., which 
constituent indicators feed and how much they impact equipment reliability index or INPO 
index) 
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 Performance indicators are not accurately or consistently calculated and/or reported in line 
with industry definitions 

 Personnel rationalize that the station deserves credit for better performance than what is 
measured and indicated 

 There is little exploration outside the station or fleet to see/find higher standards and/or learn 
how others operate (i.e., not benchmarking to understand where you stand in the industry) 

 
2. All levels of station leadership do not effectively and consistently drive performance 

 Leaders attempt to address problems by modifying processes rather than addressing poor 
behaviors or shortcomings in process/procedure adherence 

 Management intrusiveness and engagement are limited to meetings with little follow-up 
outside of those meetings 

 Leaders/managers are not aligned on station priorities 

 Leaders and managers do not consistently and actively promote standards and expectations 
among their staff 

 Management interaction with field staff is limited 

 Managers do not or cannot prepare for meetings ahead of time and are not able to 
effectively challenge 

 Strengths/weaknesses are mismatched at the leadership level 

 
3. Station staffing and succession planning have been neglected 

 Leadership positions have experienced high turnover (note: there is not a formal algorithm 
to quantify acceptable turnover rate; this is usually a judgment call) 

 Vacancies exist in the supervisor ranks, especially maintenance, operations, and 
engineering, and these are often not filled with a sense of urgency 

 Succession plans do not exist for key positions (or do not exist at all) 

 There is a shortage of licensed operators (not necessarily just on shift but in key roles 
across the organization) 

 Staffing plans and talent pipelines for operations, maintenance, engineering, radiation 
protection, and chemistry are not visible to senior leadership, managed well, or coordinated 
with HR and finance 

 Leadership development programs do not exist or are cursory; leadership positions may be 
filled with the “best technician” who, although technically competent, does not necessarily 
possess leadership skills 

 
4. There are problems with plant equipment and getting work done 

 Equipment deficiencies are tolerated and “worked around” as a matter of routine  
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 Operations, maintenance, and engineering have significant backlogs with respect to 
resolving equipment issues or deficiencies 

 There is at least one chronic equipment problem that the station has not been able to 
completely address 

 The work management process is not able to ensure that the field maintenance work gets 
done right the first time (e.g., going to start a job and finding equipment not yet tagged out, 
long-lead-time parts not identified or resolved, etc.) 

 
5. Foundational nuclear programs are not well executed 

 The Corrective Action Program (CAP) has a poor closure review of corrective actions and 
lack of emphasis on results 

 Plans created to resolve problems do not adequately correct the problem or prevent 
reoccurrence 

 The work management processes show a lack of teamwork, as shown in failure to resolve 
issues prior to attending meetings, plant health committee flagged items being moved in the 
schedule, lack of alignment on issues requiring resolution, etc. 

 There is lack of a process or program to proactively find the problems that are not yet known 

 Benchmarking and self-assessment programs and plans do not reflect what problems exist 
and/or are not tied to CAP trends 

 Plant/station health committee meetings are ineffective; often do not make decisions on 
prioritization of work 

 Business planning is limited to budgeting and is not maintained throughout the year. Capital 
and O&M lists and station budgets do not reflect future planned work scope 

 Plans are not followed through to completion (e.g., projects on the agreed-upon project list 
are not worked while projects not on the project list are given resources) 

 
 
CONCLUSION 

This list is not exhaustive and is intended to supplement many of the existing industry and INPO 
guidance such as: 
 

 INPO 12-011 “Implementation Framework to Significantly Improve Nuclear Plant 
Performance” 

 Common Themes at Special Focus Plants that Influence Recovery Success 

 
You should not discount your instincts as a nuclear professional. If your questioning attitude makes you 
suspect performance is faltering, discuss it with your plant leadership. Do not dwell on who is to blame 
or make that the issue. Work with your peers and other stakeholders to come up with a solution. If you 
sense that someone should do something, that someone may be you. 
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ScottMadden has a wealth of experience working with a broad base of North American nuclear 
operators in improving performance, anticipating and preventing performance issues, and recovering 
from performance declines when they occur. If you would like to know where you stand, we can help 
you conduct an independent assessment. Or, if it would be useful to discuss opportunities for improving 
plant or department performance, please contact us. We can help. 
 
 
ABOUT SCOTTMADDEN’S ENERGY PRACTICE 

We know energy. Since 1983, we have been consulting to the energy industry. We have served more 
than 300 clients, including 20 of the top 20 energy utilities. We have performed more than 2,400 
projects across every energy utility business unit and every function. We have helped our clients 
develop strategies, improve operations, reorganize companies, and implement initiatives. Our broad 
and deep energy utility expertise is not theoretical—it is experience based. 
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