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committed to work as we are;” "'employees today are just out for money;”’ “‘so many kids

have an entittement attitude;” or “there is no loyalty in the workplace today.” Too often,
we attribute a causal relationship between these perceptions and the changes in today’s
workforce and work ethic. Regardless of the underlying reasons, employee turnover is a
costly challenge. To overcome this challenge, we need to better understand how to keep our
most valued people resources. And to do this, we need to look at the world through their
eyes. As leaders, we must also take ownership for our contribution to the shift in employee

mncreasingly, it seems, we hear statements like: ‘“‘young people today are not as
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California, USA. leadership difficulties that these present, we need to first look at the evolution of employment

— both explicit and implicit societal trends within “Corporate America.” Excepting times of
harsh economic crisis, like during the Great Depression, we entered the workforce with an
implicit understanding: if we worked hard and foliowed the rules, then good things would
happen to us. Those good things included promotions, salary increases, and most
importantly, lifelong employment — often with the same employer.

More recently, during the late 1980s, remember our shock when IBM announced that it
would no longer support the practice that had made the company such a coveted place to
work — no layoffs. Since then, organizations everywhere have further eroded employee
loyalty by instituting policies to “‘delayer,” “downsize” and “‘outsource” increasing numbers
of employees. It is not to say that these organizational practices have not arisen from valid
economic reasons. In looking at shareholder return, reduced margins and competitive
pressures, it makes financial sense to reduce labor costs. Further complicating matters, the
issue of corporate greed and unethical business practices that led to the dotcom bust and
the demise of corporations like Enron, have also contributed to changing employee
commitment. So given this “new” employment paradigm, it is not surprising that people —
particularly the most talented — take a more proprietary, self-interested approach to work.
Indeed, many people are actually redefining work: it may be just a job to pay the bills - or
better still — it may be a passionate interest: a career or even a calling.

So, is there hope? Of course! But to attract and retain top talent, we will need to
fundamentally change our thinking. For us to attract the best and the brightest, we must
create an environment where they are motivated to stay. The number one reason that
employees leave an organization is the leadership failure of their key managers. So, if the
game is changing, we need to change the way we play. It is our responsibility to value our top
talent and make it difficult for them to consider options elsewhere.

Following is my top ten list of practical solutions for retaining these special human assets:

1. Know who your stars are. If you do not know who they are, it is hard to recognize and
reward their value. Make sure that you have a way of identifying the people that truly
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allow your unit/function/company to be successful. Be careful that you do not focus
solely on the superstars, forgetting the people that are most critical for delivering results
— and keeping the organization running day-in and day-out. Many times, we take the
solid performers for granted and by our actions, give them little to be excited about.
“Stars” are best defined as those whose drive, passion and contribution are hard to live
without.

When assessing your stars, take care that you do not fall victim to the all too
common, “organizational masquerade:” the difficulty in distinguishing between those
employees who really contribute versus those who “manage up” very well. Unlike
their “political” counterparts, the true organizational “stars” often do not seek
recognition or credit; they just expect that someone will notice that they continue to
deliver. When | work with executives, | typically ask them what leader they learned
most from in the organization. Who challenged them to excel? Who was the key
person that enabled them to achieve their current level of success? It is always
interesting to me that many consistently identify one or two people as being
instrumental to their achievements. What is even more surprising is how often the
identified person/people have not been promoted in the organization. Without
recognition, these people have inspired others to be successful — and have not been
rewarded for so doing. When these people are seen to lead the best performers in
the company yet are not recognized, why should they stay? It makes me wonder
what truly defines success. Why have not these companies valued these
contributions? Do not lose your best human assets by failing to identify them.

. Do not just manage - lead! As mentioned previously, the number one reason that

employees choose to leave a company is that their managers fail to lead. Leader
credibility is comprised of many attributes: competence (both technical and
managerial), courage, character, composure and care for people. Those who
consistently master these attributes are our most effective leaders and mentors.
When leaders elevate their game to improve their leadership capabilities, they will be
much more likely to retain their high-performers. When leaders are committed to
self-improvement — so too are the people who work for them.

A practice, although well-meaning, that has been especially detrimental to effective
leadership is that of "‘equal treatment.” We have been taught to treat people the same,
taking steps to value them equally. This is not an effective leadership approach in
today’s world. Why should we treat our worst performers like our best performers and
expect our “stars” to remain motivated? It's a recipe for disaster. if your top performers
are special, treat them that way.

What we must do is recognize those who are most valuable to us. What does that mean?
Develop a philosophy and a culture that provides employees with treatment that is
commensurate with the contribution that they make. We can over-complicate this
process. It is not about calibrating employees on a list, which may have the unintended
effect of actually offending/de-motivating our solid contributors. Rather, it is about
recognizing those who ‘“go above and beyond.” It is also about recognizing those
performers who consistently deliver for us — those on whom we depend to get the job
done. If | do not feel special when | consistently deliver beyond expectation, why should
| stay? Tell people often why you value their contributions. Be specific about how they
benefit you and the company.

One of the things that | advise clients is that when you have employees who are
invaluable, take the time every three to six months to tell them that they are invaluable.
Too often we spend most of our time coaching under-performers. In so doing, we tend to
take our best performers for granted rather than continuing to reinforce their value to us
and to the organization.

. Talk is cheap: find creative ways to motivate and acknowledge contributions. To do this,

you need to understand the difference between reward and recognition. It is important
that leaders continue to find creative ways to reward performance but they should be
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careful not to think that these rewards take the place of recognition. Recognition is all
about noticing and articulating value.

I can best describe the difference between reward and recognition through a situation |
experienced in a client organization. | had been working with several executives at a
Fortune 500 company for several years. During this time, these executives had evolved
into a high-performance team of outstanding contributors. It was widely known that most
of them received calls at least monthly from headhunters attempting to entice them to
leave for other opportunities. The CEO knew this and asked me to talk with each of them
to ensure that he and the company were giving them everything that they needed to be
motivated and satisfied. | asked a series of questions of each executive including: “what
was the most memorable occasion in the past year?” One of the executives that | talked
with had led a task force on a new product introduction. The project took one year to
complete and had a firm launch date. The executive had done such a great job on
leading the product launch that the CEO gave him a one-time, $3 million dollar “thank
you™ bonus for his contribution — in addition to his regular salary increase, stock options
and incentive compensation. So, when | asked “what was the most memorable
occasion in the last year,” | expected to hear about the project success and the $3
million bonus. The person responded very differently.

Instead, the executive told me that although it was a very challenging year for him —
many long hours and very tight deadlines — what resonated most with him were the
sacrifices that his family had had to make. One particular incident stayed with him: he
had bought his family tickets to a touring production of The Lion King. The family had
been looking forward to attending the performance for several months. On the day of the
play, he knew he would be unable to attend due to unforeseen circumstances. He told
his family and they said that they did not want to go without him; they understood and
would give the tickets away.

After the successful product launch, the CEO came into his office and told him that he
had heard about the play that he and his family had missed. Further, he said that he
appreciated the sacrifice but wanted to do what was right. He then told the executive
that he had checked and that the touring production of The Lion King had unfortunately
left the city. Because of this, the CEO had made arrangements for the executive and his
family to travel to New York to see the original production of the play. He had purchased
front row center tickets, paid for the airfare, arranged the hotel and given the executive
500 dollars in spending money.

I asked him, “but what about the three million doliar bonus? You could afford a private
performance of The Lion King with that much money.” His answer was instructive: “It
was an incredibly generous bonus — granted — but | will never forget the CEO for the
special effort he made for me and my family.” | checked. The total cost of the weekend
was under $5,000. This exchange demonstrates the important distinction between
reward and recognition — of doing something that will be meaningful for the person that
you are recognizing.

As people become increasingly restless in today’s workplace — wondering if there is
something better out there — we need to take the time to truly understand what motivates
them. This is particularly important as promotions become less frequent when a person
climbs the organization ladder. To keep our “stars” motivated, we need to look creatively
at lateral moves. There are fewer barriers holding our top performers back from
changing companies — and indeed careers. Just look at the engineer who becomes the
investment banker or the chemist who joins the start-up biotech company in business
development.

To continue to challenge and motivate our employees so they will not look elsewhere, we
must be willing to break organizational molds. Look for opportunities to leverage your
high performers’ skills to other functions or businesses. Where once it was typical for a
talented person to stay in an organizational for ten years — two to four years is now quite
common. To keep our top performers we must keep them engaged. This may come in
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the form of providing those who are philanthropically motivated with an assignment to a
“green” task force to create opportunities for the organization to be more socially
responsible. Or, if these employees are excellent people leaders, build a mentoring
program where they may develop younger leaders to be the future “stars.” The bottom
line: we must understand what motivates our people and be creative in delivering
opportunities that challenge them.

. Leveraging diversity of thought and behavior. It is important for us to recognize and

acknowledge that we do play favorites. We engage with people who think and behave
as we do. The most important question to consider from a leadership perspective,
though, is whether we engage with these employees because of the contributions they
make or because of their similarity to us?

Spending time with others that think and act differently from us requires structure. Take
the time to schedule meetings with those employees who have different approaches
and strengths than yours. Ask yourself if the organization benefits from these strengths
and differences. If no, then you have a performance issue to deal with. If yes, then it is
your responsibility to show your appreciation for the diversity of thought that results. Too
often organizations try to get their employees to conform, creating “group think” and
business mediocrity.

In my previous life in the corporate world, it took me far too long to come to this
realization. | had a direct report, Larry, who thrived on detail, was methodical and who
took great pride in analyzing anything and everything to seek the best result. It drove me
crazy! For me, coming up with a solution “just in time,” focusing on the big picture,
seemed logical and a better use of time. For Larry, exploring what seemed to me like an
endless permeations was satisfying. There were days when | fantasized about Larry
submitting his letter of resignation. When would the headhunters call him? It finally
dawned on me that Larry’s propensity for the detail that | disliked did create value. And |
could use it to my advantage by delegating the detailed tasks to him that | had
previously undertaken. Yes, it did require some additional patience on my part but the
organization benefited. And even more important, by dedicating additional coaching
time and placing more value on his contributions, | encouraged diversity of thought —
resulting in better business decisions. As leaders, we should be challenging our people
to disagree with us — to push us in new directions. Diversity is more than just race,
culture and gender; it is the value that we place on the divergent opinions of others,
which contribute to our companies’ success. By accepting diverse thoughts and
behaviors, we are more likely to encourage appropriate risk taking — leading to
break-through innovation.

. Never tell your top performers that they are doing everything well and there is nothing

that you can think of for improvement. One of the downsides of an annual performance
system is that we frequently look at the process as a transaction. This is particularly true
when a leader has many direct reports. We need to remember that a key characteristic
that makes top performers excel is their commitment to self improvement. They get
better because they want to. They are not satisfied with simply being good at what they
do. They want to be great.

We think that we are paying our ““stars’ a compliment by telling them that everything that
they are doing is right on target. Indeed, many of us have adopted the expression “no
news is good news' to deal with these solid performers. We believe that by giving them
autonomy - leaving them alone — they will be satisfied. Wrong. It is leadership failure.
Valuing and abandonment are not synonymous.

As leaders we must continually look for assignments, projects or developmental tasks
that will stretch the strong performers to be the best that they can be. It is our
responsibility to coach these individuals, determining what they need to get to the next
level and identifying goals and opportunities that will help them arrive. | realize that this
requires a time commitment but losing these contributors is a much worse alternative.
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6. When looking for new ideas and directions, look inside first. It always amazes me that we
give equal footing to external and internal candidates when considering them for job
openings. There is a reason for the expression “‘better the devil you know than the one
you do not.” Have you ever wondered why we are initially so excited about an external
candidate joining the organization only to have the excitement wane when he/she has
had several months on the job? Why didn’t this person live up to our expectations?
Maybe they have less talent than we realized.

It reminds me of initial impressions on “first dates” when we were younger. How often
did we meet a person and believe after that first dinner that this person was “the one?"' It
was only after three or four more dates that we realized that not only was this person not
“the one” but we actually could not stand them (where was that car with the special
ejection seat when we needed it?). The lesson learned? First impressions may not be as
accurate as we would like to think. In the hiring process this can be particularly true.
Even if we do extensive due diligence, checking many references, we can never know if
we have selected the “real deal” until the person is performing in the role for several
months.

So, when there is an internal candidate for whom a job may be a stretch, make sure that
you give appropriate consideration to their candidacy. Discount the external
candidate’s accomplishments by 25-30 percent because you simply cannot know
how they will fit into your culture — or what their achievements actually are. The key is not
to lose a high potential employee because you valued their contribution less than the
resume of an untested external candidate. When solid performers are overlooked for an
internal role, it often results in an external job search. If we are lucky and the new hire is
indeed stronger, then people will generally accept the decision since they will be able to
learn from this individual. If they do not believe that the external candidate is credible,
they will leave; it is just a matter of time.

A word of caution ... We must also fight the ego-centricity that makes us undervalue
external experience. It is important to recognize when home-grown wisdom may not
provide the best solution or direction.

7. Watch for the signs of waning motivation and act quickly. This sounds easier to
accomplish than it actually is. When we see the signs of decreasing will in our best
performers we often look the other way — hoping that the issue will go away on its own.
While it may be difficult for us to deal with a person whose performance is sub-par, it is
even more difficult for us to have a performance discussion with our superstar.
Remember, paying aftention and “noticing” motivational issues with our people
demonstrates our care and respect.

Driven, top performers always need to be challenged. They will often impose tight
deadlines or make statements like “I work best under pressure.” Average is not fun for
them. Since most of them like to feel “pushed” in their jobs, it is critical that the position
(or other supplemental activities) bring them fulfillment.

While it may sound like an insignificant action, even having a frank discussion about the
current situation can pay major dividends. It is important to remember that these are
reasonable people who want to make a difference. However, be careful not to make
promises that you cannot deliver since this will only compound the retention problem.
Motivating employees will require solutions that will likely differ from person to person.
For some, the opportunity to help a bright, talented new employee will be rewarding. For
others, a chance to play a part on an executive initiative, instead of you assuming that
role, will make the difference. Look for opportunities to build networks for your top
performers with other senior leaders who may be unaware of their talent. Likewise create
learning venues for high potential leaders where they will interact and learn from each
other. The solution will always be determined by your ability to assess the needs of the
individual to find the right approach.

8. Good employees will leave, poor employees will not. We consistently underestimate the
impact that under-performers have on those who consistently deliver results. The top
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performers notice who is not carrying their share of the workload and grow increasingly
frustrated by their leaders' tolerance in accepting this performance (or fack thereof).

We can never afford to forget that our top performers are in demand and the
opportunities for them in today’s marketplace are t0o numerous to ignore. Do not make
the headhunter’s job easy. Most people in the corporate workplace — particularly those
under the age of 35 — are driven to use their skills and abilities to progress. As long as
they are learning and challenged, they are generally satisfied. If they are not given
opportunities, they will seek them in another company where their talent is better
appreciated (and recognized). '

The poor performers are equally savvy about their prospects. They can stay in their
current organization with an annual review about their lack of results or risk going to a
new company that may not only be more demanding but also less tolerant of their work
ethic. So, for them, the comfort of the job, company and leaders who are predictable will
always make the decision to stay easy.

The strong performer on the other hand wants to work in a culture that is dynamic,
creative and results-driven. They do not want to work with peers whose performance is
substandard. The lesson is clear. Deal with poor performers — or lose your strong ones.

9. Make sure that you do not reward your best performers by piling on more work. The
timeline is tight, the deadiine is quickly approaching. Who is the person that we count on
— our “go to guy.” Sound familiar? And when he pushes back, reminding us of other
critical deliverables, we respond: “you always get the job done for me; | know you'll
figure it out.” Conversely, when the poor performer is not getting a task done, often that
accountability also goes to our overburdened “star.” Eventually, the inequity and
workload frustrate our talented performers to the point where they leave. And we
express surprise — thinking that we were simply “challenging” them — and pushing
them to reach “stretch’” goals. We assume that they will never leave our organization
because our “‘stars” know how valuable they are to us. Wrong.

| frequently work with leaders who say that they cannot put different people in the roles that
their top performers are filling. When | ask why, they tell me that no-one else can deliver as
well. 1 then ask them who will assume that position when their “star”” delivers their letter of
resignation. The answer to this dilemma lies in the leader’s ability to break apart the role into
smaller deliverables. This then allows us to look at individual components of the role and
may suggest other people who can undertake these tasks. At a minimum, this practice
provides a more manageable way to start the process of training/educating one or more
people to undertake the role. Do not reward your top talent with more of the same; reward
them with new and exciting assignments that truly test their upside potential.

10. Find ways to recruit their talented friends. Many organizations have started employee
referral programs to attract talent in this competitive labor market. Companies are
offering everything from cash to a chance to win a car for referring successful
candidates. What they have not yet done is to prioritize the referral based on the
performance of the person providing the reference. If a person is a top performer within
your organization, she will usually be in the best position to know another top performer
who will be a good fit within the company. When these people make referrals, there is a
far greater likelihood that you will hire these candidates rather than those referrals
suggested by your poorest performers. Our “stars” know the culture and what it takes to
be successful. As such, we should offer these top performers five or ten times the
incentive for referring successful candidates. And when it becomes apparent that a new
hire will be successful, we should ask him for one or two suggestions of people that our
company cannot do without.

One of the most compelling reasons to ask our top performers for their referrals is the
satisfaction that comes with working with their friends. When our “stars™ are working
together, the risk goes down dramatically that they will leave our organizations. It is a key
satisfaction variable and on those bad days, it never hurts to have someone close that
can empathize but can also provide an objective voice. Successful organizations create
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and ride upon the drive, passion and talent of their high potential employees. By
accelerating the referral process of your “stars,” you will be more likely to create a high
performance culture.

Itis not easy to recruit the most talented candidates into your organization. It is even more
difficult to retain them. These people have the most opportunities from which to choose. To
have the greatest chance of success, we must create a culture that is challenging, fun and
rewarding (both intrinsically and financially). We must recognize their contributions and we
must give them the opportunities to experience continued growth. Great people attract other
great people. But the more great performers that leave through our doors, the fewer
replacements we will have the ability to hire. Successful people want to work for a winning
team. Nurture and value your top human capital — remember, it is no longer your right to get
the best talent, it is increasingly a privilege.
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