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Professionalism in the
Cleaning Industry

[l Bob Robinson Sr.

Robert Robinson is the president of Kaivac, Inc., manu-
facturers of the No-Touch Cleaning™ system. He is also presi-

dent of Valley Supply, Hamilton, OH, a jansan
distributorship. Robinson has also served as a board mem-
ber of ISSA, the largest cleaning association in the world.

In August 1999, Singapore's
Ministry of Manpower, along
with the Environmental Manage-
ment Association of Singapore
(EMAS), the Productivity and
Standards Board (PSB), cleaning
service providers, and building
owners and suppliers in the
country, set up a program that is
still in effect today. Referred to
as the Cleaning Industry Trans-
formation Plan, the goal of the
program is to elevate the
productivity, image, and profes-
sionalism of the country's clean-
ing industry.

According to a ministry
spokesperson, the Singapore
cleaning industry, similar to
other domestic service industries
in the country, is plagued by low
productivity, with a productivity
level only about one-fifth of the

national average. Much of this is
because of a lack of profession-
alism in the industry. According
to the spokesperson, the lack of
professionalism and the result-
ing low productivity leads to poor
work conditions and wages, a
lack of interest by Singaporeans
to take on these jobs, and conse-
quent demands for more low-
skilled foreign workers.

The key objectives of the

Transformation Plan are to:

» Raise the productivity of
the cleaning industry

» Improve workers' percep-
tion of the cleaning industry

» Promote the acquisition of
skills and knowledge in the industry

» Encourage Singaporeans
to consider cleaning as a viable
job option
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But key to the program is
professionalism, for without
cleaning workers fully recogniz-
ing their own worth and value to
society-any society-it is hard for
them to view themselves as
professionals. This is a problem
not just in Singapore; indeed,
cleaning workers around the
world often undervalue their
work and the importance of their
role in society.

This was a topic addressed
directly at the May 2007 gather-
ing of the Cleaning Industry Re-
search Institute (CIRI), held in
Las Vegas, NV, USA. At the
meeting, Dr. Michael Berry, for-
merly with the U.S. Environmen-
tal Protection Agency and a rec-
ognized expert on indoor envi-
ronmental quality; author of the
book, Protecting the Built
Environment: Cleaning for
Health; and a leader in the
jansan industry, said that one
reason for this is the lack of sci-
ence in our industry-using scien-
tific data to prove cleaning effec-
tiveness and, in so doing, the
health benefits of cleaning sys-
tems and procedures.

Berry pointed out that he
has lived in and visited impover-
ished areas of the world and has
noticed a direct correlation be-
tween poverty and inadequate
cleaning. And that one way these
countries can begin lifting their
economic standards is by im-
proving and valuing cleaning and
the role of cleaning workers.
"People's attitudes are shaped by
their environment," he says.
"Clean facilities send a message
to people that we care and that
we want you to be healthy and do
well."

If fact, he believes cleaning
is so important that it is core to
the success of any society or
country. According to Berry, his-
torically for a society to succeed
it must have three forms of
"capital":

1. Financial capital

2. People capital

3. Technological capital

"Now, we must add one
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more form of capital: environ-
mental capital," he says. "For a
society to be successful, it must
insist on a clean and healthy in-
door environment."

Becoming Professionals

In his book, Berry sets out a
clear and precise way for clean-
ing workers to realize not only
that their work is important but
also the awesome responsibility
they have to protect the indoor
environment. This, he believes,
will help them and the industry
take on a more professional
character. To achieve this, we
must understand and apply four
components: BE, KNOW, DO,
and HAVE.

BE: The easiest way to de-
fine this component is that we
must BElieve that our work is
important. Have you ever been
among a group of people and one
person says he or she is a lawyer,
another a doctor, a third a
professor, and then you say you
are a cleaning worker? It just
does not have the same ring as
the others. However, did you
know that your work helps keep
that lawyer, that doctor, and that
professor healthy so that they can
perform their duties and help
others? We hold in our hands the
health and safety of these people,
so we must begin to BElieve in
the value of our work and our
profession.

KNOW: Going back to our
lawyer, doctor, and professor,
these people spent years in col-
leges and universities to learn
their skills. Unfortunately,
however, except for a very few
countries around the world, the
proper way to do custodial work
is not taught in schools, colleges,
or universities. In order for us to
become professionals we must
KNOW sound techniques and
proper cleaning methods and use
cleaning equipment that has
been evaluated and determined
to be state-of-the-art and effective.
And this learning is ongoing.
Successful people in all indus-
tries are always continuing to
learn.
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DO: According to Berry,
"Without action, there is never a
result. For an action to be pro-
fessionally accepted [and to help
us view ourselves as
professionals] it must have a real
purpose, be of value, be ethical,
and be based on current knowl-
edge and intelligence."
Essentially, the DO component
means that we must put our
training, knowledge, and experi-
ence into action to protect the

health and well-being of the
people who occupy the facilities
we clean.

HAVE: OK, so we under-
stand the BE, KNOW, and DO
components, but it is only natu-
ral for us to ask, "So what's in it
for me?" The HAVE component
addresses this directly. By be-
coming professionals in our
cleaning crafts, we can HAVE in-
creased incomes, HAVE more
job satisfaction, HAVE a sense of
accomplishment, and HAVE in-
creased personal and industry
recognition from our customers
and society.
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The Cleaning Industry
Transformation Plan is a bold
attempt to redefine and profes-
sionalize the cleaning industry.

N
And this is something needed
not only in Singapore but in
the United States, other parts
of Asia, and scores of countries
around the globe.

The initiatives of the
Transformation Plan are help-
ing the cleaning industry em-
brace best practices,
modernize, and leverage tech-
nology not only to achieve
sizeable gains in productivity
but also to perform its duties
more effectively, keeping the
indoor environment healthy.
This is helping transform the
industry from one that cur-
rently requires significant
numbers of low-skilled work-
ers to one that requires more
highly skilled, motivated, and
better-paid workers who re-
spect and value their jobs and
cleaning duties.
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