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ORD’s Goals and Objectives

• Bring operator recruitment and 
development issues to the forefront.

• Gain a better understanding of 
recruitment and retention in the 
water workforce. 

• Help decision makers better 
understand operator challenges.



Kentucky Water Workforce Survey
• Two Surveys:

– Operator Survey (36 questions)
– Manager Survey (31 questions)

• Open from May 3, 2022 – June 7, 2022
• Recruitment methods:

– Email
– Social media
– Newsletters
– Promotion at events 



Survey Response

• Total respondents: 635
– Operator Survey: 415 
– Manager Survey: 220



Operator Demographics









Utility Demographics









Utility Challenges







Job Satisfaction









Over the last two years, which of the 
following have you experienced?

• Increased workload: 66%
• Increased stress: 60%
• Lower morale: 46%
• Increased work hours: 37%
• Financial hardships: 31%



Relationship with Decision Makers

How well do your utility’s decision makers understand 
what you do in your job?

• 51% responded slightly well or not well at all.

How often do your utility’s decision makers 
communicate with the operators?

• 55% responded rarely or never.



Recruitment





Barriers to Hiring Operators
• Rate of pay – 74% 
• Lack of qualified applicants – 68% 
• Available shifts are not desirable – 34%
• Type of work – 32%
• Financial limitations at the utility – 30%
• Certification process – 28%
• Certification requirements – 25%
• Applicants unwilling to become certified – 22%
• City Council or Utility Board – 16% 
• Lack of benefits – 15% 



What benefits does your utility provide?
Benefit Percent of Respondents
Paid sick and vacation 90%

Paid holidays 89%

Health insurance 86%

Retirement benefits 82%

Paid time and travel to attend trainings 77%

Paid or reimbursed certification fees 73%

Overtime 69%

Life and disability insurance 64%

Annual raises 64%

Paid or reimbursed tuition or training 
expenses

63%



Retention



What reasons do operators give for leaving the job?

• Better pay in another job opportunity – 72% 
• Retiring – 62%
• Undesirable working hours (on-call, etc.) – 38%
• Career advancement – 36%
• Better benefits – 35%
• Too much responsibility – 22%
• No longer want to work in the water sector – 17%
• Certification exam and process is too difficult – 16%



Aspects of the Job:
Somewhat Satisfied or Extremely Satisfied

Operator Responses:
• Hours – 70%
• Type of Work– 69%
• Certification Renewal Process – 62%
• Preferred Shifts– 60%

Manager Responses:
• Hours – 67%
• Type of Work – 67%
• Certification Renewal Process – 54%
• Preferred Shifts– 53%



Aspects of the Job:
Somewhat Dissatisfied or Extremely Dissatisfied

Operator Responses:
• Pay – 39%
• Certification Exam Process – 22%
• Workload – 21%
• Preferred Shifts– 17%

Manager Responses:
• Pay – 38%
• Certification Exam Process – 29%
• Preferred Shifts– 20%
• Workload – 20%



Retention: Key Points to Consider
• 39% are considering leaving the utility.
• 28% are considering leaving the water industry.
• 37% believe that they are not being paid a fair amount for the 

work.
• 32% believe that work is not distributed evenly at their utility. 
• 68% are satisfied with the benefits they receive.
• 76% like doing the tasks they do at work. 
• 70% are given the equipment and tools I need to do my job 

effectively. 



Succession Planning
Are you currently eligible to retire?

• 23% of operator survey respondents are eligible.

Does your utility have a succession plan in place if a 
manager leaves or retires?

• 45% do not

Does your utility have a succession plan in place if 
an operator leaves or retires?

• 46% do not.



Future Steps



Next Steps

• Additional data analysis
• Final report
• Present findings to water sector
• Present findings to public officials
• Start a conversation – plant seeds of thought
• Follow-up studies/surveys 



Questions?

Donna McNeil, EIT
Research Engineer Associate
Phone: 502-330-0015
Email: Donna.McNeil@uky.edu

Valerie A. Lucas, PE
Clean Water Professionals of KY & TN
Phone: 502-468-4772 
Email: Valerie.Lucas@cleanwaterprofessionals.org
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